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This study investigated the role of parent involvement on the degree aspirations 

and confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree of ninth grade first-generation 

students.  The data source for this study was the High School Longitudinal Study of 

2008 administered by the National Center for Education Statistics, which provided 

information related to students’ degree aspirations after they finish high school.  An 

adapted model of Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of college choice was 

used as the theoretical framework for this study.   

Descriptive statistics, cross tabulations, and multivariate regression techniques 

were utilized to examine individual factors associated with first-generation students’ 

degree aspirations and confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree based on a 

nationally representative sample.  The results suggest that particular student 

demographic, cultural capital, social capital, and school context variables influenced 

first-generation students’ degree aspirations and confidence in completing a bachelor’s 

degree.  Namely, Black/African American students are more likely to be certain to 

complete a bachelor’s degree, while students who have limited conversations about 

college, have parents who do not have information about college, come from a family 
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earning a low income, and attend a high school without a counselor focused on college 

readiness are less likely to be confident in completing a bachelor’s degree.  Additionally, 

women are more likely to indicate a preference to earn a college degree, while 

American Indian students, students who have no discussions with others about college, 

and students from a family earning a low income are more likely to indicate a preference 

to earn only a high school diploma.    

Findings from this study highlight that the first-generation student population is not 

a monolithic group but rather a heterogeneous population.  Researchers and 

administrators must recognize this finding and develop policies that meet the diverse 

characteristics present in the first-generation student population.  Furthermore, future 

studies must be cognizant to treat first-generation students as a diverse population and 

continue to expand on the literature examining within group differences of first-

generation students.  Finally, the role of parents should continue to be examined with a 

heightened focus on understanding how first-generation students’ parental involvement 

may differ from non-first-generation students.
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

In recent decades, the growth of educational aspirations among school-aged 

children has continued to increase and is also observed similarly in the increased 

participation rates at postsecondary institutions (Cooper, 2009; Engberg & Wolniak, 

2010).  Specifically, between 1969 and 2009 enrollment at degree-granting 

postsecondary institutions more than doubled with enrollments increasing from 8 million 

students to 20.4 million students in this 40-year time span (Snyder & Dillow, 2011).  

These increased educational aspirations and participation rates suggest that access to 

postsecondary education may have significantly increased through recent decades, but 

a more nuanced look at these numbers implies access to postsecondary education is 

not equal for all students dependent upon background characteristics.  In particular, 

despite the increases in aspirations and enrollment, disparities and inequalities continue 

to exist in postsecondary enrollment across racial/ethnic groups, socioeconomic 

classifications, and parental education levels (Engberg & Allen, 2011; Engberg & 

Wolniak, 2010; Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007).  

 One particular group of students that has seen increased access to 

postsecondary education in recent decades is first-generation students (Choy, 2001; 

Strayhorn, 2006).  According to a study conducted by Saenz and associates (2007), 

one in six first-year students at four-year institutions is considered a first-generation 

student; however, this number does not reflect the high proportion of first-generation 

students enrolled at two-year institutions.  Strayhorn (2006) suggested 30% as a more 

accurate number of first-generation students enrolled in all postsecondary institutions, 

not just four-year institutions.  First-generation students are more likely to attend a two-
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year institution upon completion from high school than a four-year institution (Chen, 

2005), which is a critical factor for researchers studying the likelihood of first-generation 

students earning a bachelor’s degree.  It is significant to understand the type of 

institution first-generation students enroll in since not only the type of institution (two 

versus four-year) but also the selectivity of the institution can influence the likelihood of 

earning a degree and long-term social opportunity (Alon & Tienda, 2005; Bowen, 

Kurzweil, & Tobin, 2005).  While enrollments in postsecondary institutions highlight 

potential disparities based on background differences, reviewing educational aspirations 

could also be a key element in understanding potential reasons for these differences.    

 In addition to disparities in enrollment numbers, first-generation students may 

also differ from their peers in their educational aspirations before they even enter 

postsecondary education.  Educational aspirations are a key component in shaping 

whether or not a student actually pursues postsecondary education and in past studies 

has been found to be one of the strongest predictors of students’ educational attainment 

(Park, Umbach, Padgett, Wells, & Seifert, 2011; Sayrs, 1989).  Terenzini and associates 

(1996) compared first-generation students to second-generation students and found 

that first-generation students were more likely to have lower educational aspirations 

than their peers.  Subsequent studies also supported these findings highlighting results 

that indicated first-generation students’ educational aspirations were typically lower than 

those of their peers (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Saenz, et al., 2007).  

More recent research suggests that the disparities between first-generation 

students’ and non-first generation students’ educational aspirations continue to exist 

(Inkelas & McCarron, 2006; Saenz, et al., 2007).  Often these disparities are the result 
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of first-generation students’ lack of information about postsecondary education options, 

limited resources, and their disadvantaged academic preparation (Saenz, et al., 2007).  

As more first-generation students successfully matriculate into postsecondary 

institutions, researchers are further examining how first-generation students’ initial 

educational aspirations shaped their degree aspirations (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  

This research is imperative in order to understand why some first-generation students 

aspire to enroll in postsecondary education, while others do not share a similar desire to 

attend any form of postsecondary education.   

 Reviewing the role of degree aspirations on educational attainment is critical in 

understanding disparities in enrollment, but another key component to investigate is 

parental/guardian involvement received by first-generation students.  Parental 

involvement, which is often viewed as a form of social capital, not only influences 

students’ educational aspirations but also their educational outcomes (L. Perna & Titus, 

2005; Tierney, 2002).  Although previous findings indicate parental involvement 

influences educational aspirations, scholars are not consistent with their definitions of 

parental involvement.  In particular, a variety of definitions exist for parental involvement 

and there is also inconclusive evidence on the level of impact of parental involvement 

on educational aspirations (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000b; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 

1999; Rowan-Kenyon, Bell, & Perna, 2008).  Researchers argue, regardless of the 

socioeconomic background of students or other demographic differences, most parents 

typically expect their children to attend college but differences in how this is conveyed to 

children and the level of involvement of parents is what varies (Gofen, 2009).  First-

generation students often are placed at a disadvantage due to their background; 
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therefore, it is necessary to determine if any differences exist in first-generation 

students’ degree aspirations based on the level of their parental involvement.  

 Reviewing the degree aspirations of first-generation students continues to be a 

critical public policy issue because of its connection to enrollment disparities at 

postsecondary institutions.  These disparities prevalent in postsecondary institutions 

allow the current economic and social inequalities to continue to reflect the stratified 

nature of our society (Engberg & Wolniak, 2010).  For example, the differences between 

those who have earned a bachelor’s degree and those who have not continues to be 

perpetuated by both annual earnings and job opportunities.  On average, individuals 

who earned a bachelor’s degree earn $22,000 more annually than individuals holding 

only a high school diploma (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2010).  By recognizing these 

disparities between individuals who have earned a postsecondary degree and those 

who have not highlights the need to further explore why first-generation students, who 

are already placed at a variety of disadvantages, are not aspiring and enrolling at 

postsecondary institutions at the same rates as their peers.   

Purpose of Study 

While more underrepresented students are gaining access to postsecondary 

education than in previous decades (Cooper, 2009; Engberg & Wolniak, 2010; L. Perna, 

2000a, 2000b, 2006; Rowan-Kenyon, et al., 2008), the proportion of particular 

populations remains unequal suggesting access to postsecondary institutions is not 

evenly disbursed.  In particular, first-generation students, while gaining more access to 

postsecondary education (Saenz, et al., 2007), still reflect a population that is struggling 

to gain equal access to four-year institutions since many first-generation students enroll 

at two-year institutions initially (Chen, 2005).  Additionally, the college choice process 
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for first-generation students is often influenced by their parents’ involvement and their 

degree aspirations (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000a).  The college choice process acts as a 

mechanism through which first-generation students make decisions about educational 

aspirations.  Inkelas and McCarron (2006) recommend that first-generation students’ 

educational aspirations should be examined within the context of their family 

circumstances.   

 The purpose of this study was to examine the role of parental/guardian 

involvement on the degree aspirations of first-generation students, specifically focused 

on what type of degree they are planning on pursuing following the completion of their 

high school education.  This study examined students during the fall of their ninth grade 

year since degree aspirations are typically formed between the eight and tenth grade 

(Hossler, et al., 1999).  In this study I performed descriptive and multivariate analysis of 

data available from the High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09) conducted 

by the U.S Department of Education, Institute of Education Statistics.  When this study 

was conducted, HSLS:09 provided the most robust and comprehensive dataset 

available to examine both the parental involvement construct, as well as the type of 

degree first-generation students were aspiring to pursue.  The HSLS:09 dataset initially 

surveyed ninth grade students in 2009 and will follow-up with students in 2012.  This 

study was focused on type of degree, if any, students were planning to pursue, so data 

were used specifically from 2009. 

Research Questions 

There was one primary question guiding this empirical study:   
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What is the relationship between parental/guardian involvement and ninth grade 

first-generation students’ degree aspirations upon completion of their high school 

education? 

Additionally, there was one sub-question related to this primary research question:  

  What is the relationship between parental involvement and ninth grade first-

generation students’ perceived ability in completing a bachelor’s degree upon 

completion of their high school education?   

In examining the degree aspirations of first-generation students while they are 

early in their high school experience, there are a multitude of conceptual frameworks to 

consider.  For this particular study it was necessary to find a framework that looked not 

only at individual background characteristics, but also family influences to study parental 

involvement, as well as school influences.  The selected framework will be introduced 

and discussed in detail in following chapters.  It should be noted that this study looked 

at the differences within the first-generation student population, such as income and 

racial differences, and did not focus on comparing first-generation students to non-first-

generation students (Phinney, Dennis, & Chuateco, 2005).  Additionally, while the 

selected framework focuses on the overall college choice process, degree aspirations 

are a critical aspect of a student’s college choice process.   

Rationale for the Study 

As more students continue to enter postsecondary institutions in the United States 

(Snyder & Dillow, 2011), the enrollment disparity based on background differences still 

present becomes more critical to examine.  In addition, despite increases in early 

educational aspirations amongst high school students, smaller proportions of diverse 

students than in previous decades still anticipate attending postsecondary institution 
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once in the twelfth grade (Cooper, 2009).  This finding contradicts others suggesting 

that students, particularly first-generation students, recognize that to compete with their 

peers a college degree is a necessity (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  Based on these 

contradictory findings, it is imperative to examine what factors, socially, economically, 

and culturally, influence the development of postsecondary degree aspirations (Cooper, 

2009).   

Increasing access to postsecondary institutions is a public policy issue that needs 

further examination, especially understanding how earning a degree or enrolling in 

college can influence or affect students individually.  A clear and discernible fact that 

shows the individual benefit of earning a college degree is the salary differentiations 

between individuals who have earned or not earned a postsecondary degree.  For 

example, the median earnings for high school graduates in 2009 was $33,800, while 

college graduates earned on average annually $55,700.  At first glance, these 

differences may not seem significant, but through the course of a lifetime, the 

differences result in bachelor degree holders earning approximately 66% more during a 

40-year work life than high school graduates.  Even when student loans are taken into 

consideration, significant differences continue to exist between high school and college 

graduates in their lifetime earnings (Baum, et al., 2010).  Recognizing the differences 

that exist between college and high school graduates is important in understanding how 

individuals’ economic situations are affected. 

Investigating individual earnings and other factors more explicitly highlights 

patterns present on key background characteristics.  First, while racial/ethnic 

differences still exist for earnings, it is smaller for individuals with bachelor’s degrees 
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than those with only high school diplomas. Similar differences were found in gender 

groups with males continuing to earn more than their female counterparts, but overall 

individuals with bachelor’s degrees earned more (Baum, et al., 2010).   

While earnings are key measures of differences in educational attainment, other 

measures also highlight individual benefits of earning a college degree.  For example, 

unemployment rates differed greatly between those who had and had not earned a 

bachelor’s degree.  Specifically, in July 2011 the unemployment rate for high school 

graduates was over two times greater than that for college graduates (U.S. Department 

of Labor, 2011).  Related to unemployment rate, individuals who earned a college 

degree or attended some college were also more likely to be more satisfied with their 

position than those with only a high school diploma or less (Baum, et al., 2010).  It is 

apparent that on an individual basis earning a bachelor’s degree can improve the 

economic opportunity and social opportunity of individuals.  However, the pathway to 

degree attainment begins with the high school student’s decision to enroll in a 

postsecondary institution. Therefore, it is important to recognize what factors shape 

postsecondary degree aspirations, as the initial step on the pathway to degree 

completion and a lifetime of increased earnings. 

While the individual benefits of earning a bachelor’s degree are important to 

investigate, the societal benefits are also critical when exploring the factors that 

influence students’ degree aspirations.  The opportunity to increase the number of 

individuals pursuing bachelor’s degree will help limit potential talent loss which then 

results in social and economic losses (Engberg & Allen, 2011).  From a societal 

perspective, individuals with more education are more likely to donate their time to 
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volunteer opportunities (Baum, et al., 2010).  Increasing the number of volunteers can 

impact numerous social organizations from a broad prospective and assist numerous 

individuals.   

Another issue that highlights the societal benefits of more individuals earning a 

bachelor’s degree is the amount of money and personnel needed to support individuals’ 

health.  For instance, college educated individuals were less likely to be obese and 

smoke than individuals who had not attended college (Baum, et al., 2010).  A healthier 

society could help decrease costs necessary for health programs nationally.   

Finally, as a democratic society, one of our most important tasks to complete is to 

become critically engaged and college graduates are more likely to vote than individuals 

with high school diplomas or less (Baum, et al., 2010).  Reviewing policies that affect 

the degree aspirations to postsecondary institutions is key if we want to make significant 

improvements on decreasing the current disparities seen between individuals who have 

earned a bachelor’s degree and those who have not.   

Reviewing the social and economic benefits of earning a college degree provide a 

strong rationale to investigate first-generation students’ degree aspirations.  While 

numerous studies on first-generation students have already been conducted, much of 

the focus has concentrated on a few select areas.  For instance, previous research 

conducted on first-generation students placed an emphasis on comparing them to 

second-generation students or other students who at a minimum had 

parents/guardians, if not grandparents, holding bachelor’s degrees (Gofen, 2009).  

Specifically, the research highlighted how they differed in numerous ways from their 

peers, focusing on their academic preparation, socioeconomic status, and racial 
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background (Choy, Horn, Nunez, & Chen, 2000; Hossler, et al., 1999; Terenzini, 

Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996).  In addition, research on first-generation 

students has traditionally concentrated on this population as a homogenous group and 

not addressed particular differences within the group based on ethnic/racial or 

socioeconomic backgrounds (Phinney, et al., 2005).   

Despite the plethora of research conducted on first-generation students, more 

nuanced investigations need to occur to understand how first-generation students 

navigate the college choice process and ultimately decide to be the first in their family to 

attend college (Gofen, 2009).  Additionally, further research is necessary to address the 

within group differences present in the first-generation student population and 

understand if these differences influence degree aspirations (Phinney, et al., 2005).  

Currently, there is limited information available about the numerous pathways students 

take to enter postsecondary education, especially disadvantaged students such as first-

generation students (Engberg & Wolniak, 2009).  Reviewing the first-generation student 

population as a heterogeneous population may provide insights about how some first-

generation students successfully navigate the college choice process while others do 

not.  In addition, past research on the role of gender and racial/ethnic background 

differences on educational aspirations has been found inconclusive, so further studies 

investigating these differences is warranted (Cooper, 2009).  As the student population 

in the education system becomes more diverse, it is critical to examine the numerous 

pathways students are taking to enter postsecondary education, especially for students 

who do not have parents/guardians who previously attended college.   
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In addition to reviewing first-generation students’ background differences, it is also 

essential to understand how parents/guardians influence the college choice process 

and degree aspirations.  It is especially salient to review parent involvement for first-

generation students’ college choice process since parents who have earned a college 

degree are more likely to transmit the important value of higher education along to their 

children (Hossler, et al., 1999; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004).  Few 

previous studies have reviewed the connection between first-generation students’ 

families, or more specifically their parents/guardians, and their degree aspirations 

(Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  In addition, while parental/guardian involvement increases 

the probability of enrolling in a two- or four-year institution (L. Perna & Titus, 2005), 

previous research does not typically discuss how parental/guardian involvement 

influences which type of degree a student may be more inclined to pursue.  Further 

information is necessary to understand how parental involvement influences what type 

of postsecondary degree, if any, that a first-generation student aspires to pursue.   

Scope of Study 

The scope of this study was to examine the role of parental/guardian involvement 

on the type of postsecondary degree that first-generation students aspired to pursue 

upon completion of high school using a nationally representative sample.  Specifically, 

the HSLS:09 dataset was used to identify specific elements of parental involvement that 

would predict the type of postsecondary degree first-generation students considered 

pursuing while still in high school.  The sample consisted of first-generation high school 

students who were surveyed initially in 2009 during the ninth grade.   

 The HSLS:09 dataset contains information from students who attend a broad 

range of high schools, including both public and private high schools.  Non-public 
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schools, such as Catholic schools, were surveyed at a higher rate to ensure that they 

were adequately representative and could be compared to public schools.  As a result 

of the diverse backgrounds of the high schools in this dataset, the findings of this study 

reflect first-generation students’ postsecondary degree aspirations from all types of high 

schools and are not limited to one specific high school type.  Using the HSLS:09 

provided a national level sample that reflected the United States population of ninth 

graders in high schools.  Findings from this study are unique to first-generation students 

in the United States and should not be generalized to students in other countries.   

Significance of Study 

Empirical and current research on the pathways first-generation students take to 

enroll in postsecondary education is needed to clearly understand how some students 

are able to get passed the disadvantages placed against them.  In addition, this 

information will inform policy makers and allow administrators to develop specific 

programs to assist first-generation students.  The present study identified the role of 

parental/guardian involvement on first-generation students’ aspirations to pursue a 

particular postsecondary degree.  In addition, this study also investigated potential 

differences amongst first-generation students to determine their level of homogeneity 

across factors such as racial/ethnic background, income level, and school influence.  

Recognizing these differences is imperative in developing appropriate policies and 

practices aimed at assisting first-generation students from all demographic backgrounds 

in pursuing postsecondary degree at comparable rates as their peers.  Increasing the 

number of disadvantaged students, namely first-generation students, in pursuing 

postsecondary degrees may assist in decreasing the current disparities that are 
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prevalent in all postsecondary institutions and provide economic and societal benefits to 

a larger number of people.   

Additionally, the long-term goal would be to see more of this population earn 

bachelor’s degrees and decrease the social and economic disparities seen in our 

society as a whole.  The 2020 American Graduation Initiative proposed by President 

Obama in 2009 aims to increase postsecondary degrees and certificates by an 

additional five million by 2020.  In order to accomplish this goal, an additional .5 million 

degrees will need to be awarded each year leading up to 2020, which equates to an 

annual increase of 16% in conferred degrees (Kotamraju & Blackman, 2011).  By 

increasing enrollment numbers for first-generation students, the opportunity to meet the 

expectations of the 2020 American Graduation Initiative could become more feasible.   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter highlighted the problem of the increasing disparities in enrollment in 

postsecondary education of students from diverse backgrounds.  As more students are 

aspiring and entering postsecondary education today, it is more relevant than in 

previous decades to understand how first-generation students form their postsecondary 

degree aspirations in conjunction with the influence of their parents.  The purpose of this 

study was to examine the role of parental/guardian involvement on the degree 

aspirations formed by first-generation students while they are still enrolled in high 

school.  In addition, attention was given to background differences amongst first-

generation students, namely racial/ethnic and income background.  The HSLS:09 

dataset was utilized for this study because it provided the most comprehensive and 

recent source of national data related to postsecondary aspirations.   
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 Understanding postsecondary degree aspirations is essential in order to 

minimize disparities prevalent among first-generation students not only during college 

but also throughout their lifetime.  The limited focus on first-generation students’ college 

choice process supports this study’s purpose of investigating how parental involvement 

influences postsecondary degree aspirations.  Additionally, this study examines how 

first-generation students are not a homogenous group and suggests that further 

investigation of within group differences is necessary to determine if different 

background differences affect degree aspirations.  Findings from this study can inform 

policy makers and administrators about the best practices to assist this unique student 

population. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

Degree aspirations are a critical aspect to examine when reviewing the potential 

college destinations of first-generation students.  The purpose of this study is to 

examine the role of parental/guardian involvement on the degree aspirations of ninth 

grade first-generation students; therefore, this literature review will explore the 

relationship between parents’ or guardians’ influence on the overall college choice 

process of first-generation students.  The college choice process encompasses many 

facets of which one is the development of educational aspirations and more specifically 

degree aspirations.  This study decided to use the college choice literature as a 

framework for the investigation of first-generation students’ degree aspirations.  For the 

purposes of this study, parental involvement will also refer to guardian involvement and 

the use of the term parent will also encompass guardian.   

Due to the history of the college choice process, this literature review will include a 

brief overview of the college choice process to provide insight about the development of 

the college choice process in research and provide context for the theoretical framework 

of this study and its focus on degree aspirations.  It is also significant to understand how 

background differences of first-generation students influence the types of degrees first-

generation students consider pursuing once they complete high school.  Despite a 

significant amount of research on first-generation students, limited research exists on 

the role of parents’ influence on the formation of postsecondary degree aspirations in 

first-generation students or first-generation students’ assumptions about earning a 

college degree.  It is critical then to examine the extant literature on first-generation 



 

30 

students’ parental involvement and how it differs from parental involvement for non-first-

generation students.   

 To facilitate this discussion, this chapter is divided into four main sections.  The 

first section introduces key terms and concepts that will be referenced throughout the 

remainder of this chapter and study.  The second section will provide a rich overview of 

research literature on first-generation students focusing on relevant background 

characteristics pertinent to this study.  The next section reviews specific factors that 

influence the college choice process and formation of degree aspirations for first-

generation students, with a large emphasis on parental influence.  Additional influences, 

such as school context, will also be discussed.  In the fourth section, a brief overview of 

the college choice literature will be provided, which will directly lead into the discussion 

of the theoretical framework used for this study: Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual 

model of college choice.  This chapter will conclude with a brief summary of the 

highlights discussed in this chapter. 

Definition of Key Terms 

 COLLEGE CHOICE.  It is the process through which individuals decide whether and 
where to pursue postsecondary education (Bergerson, 2009).  In addition to 
referring to the decision to attend postsecondary education, it also highlights 
whether to attend a four-year institution, a selective institution, or a specific 
institution over other alternatives (Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989).  It 
begins when students start exploring the option of postsecondary education and 
concludes once students enroll in a particular institution (Bergerson, 2009; 
Hossler, et al., 1989; L. Perna, 2006).   It is a broad process that addresses not 
only educational aspirations but also degree aspirations.   

 DEGREE ASPIRATIONS.  Educational aspirations broadly addresses the individual 
expectations students have for the highest level of education they hope to achieve 
(Garg, Kauppi, Lewko, & Urajnik, 2002; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).  
Literature often uses the term educational aspirations and this study will utilize 
both educational aspirations and degree aspirations to refer to a student’s 
intention about pursuing a particular postsecondary degree.   
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 ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE.  Assumes students base their decision of whether or not 
to pursue higher education on the results of comparing anticipated costs of 
attending college against the long term benefits and gains of attending college 
(Paulsen, 1990, 2001).  The expected costs and benefits include both monetary 
and nonmonetary factors (L. Perna, 2006).   

 SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE.  One perspective of college choice models that 
emphasizes the role of individual background characteristics on whether and 
where students pursue higher education (Bergerson, 2009).   

 SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS.  A combination of factors including family income level, 
education level of parent, and occupational status of parent (Harwell & LeBeau, 
2010).  Students included in lower socioeconomic status groups have less access 
to both cultural and social capital (Walpole, 2003).    

 FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS.  Students that are the first in their family to enroll in 
postsecondary education are categorized as first-generation students.  Often, 
refers to having parents who did not attend nor earn a postsecondary degree 
(Choy, et al., 2000).  This study will focus on first time in college, traditional aged 
first-generation students.   

 CULTURAL CAPITAL.  Characteristics including language, cultural knowledge, and 
manners that result from an individual’s parents and their influence on an 
individual’s class status (Bourdieu, 1986). 

 SOCIAL CAPITAL.  Capital connected to the number of people in an individual’s social 
network and the amount of social, economic, and cultural capital these networks 
possess (Bourdieu, 1986).   

First-generation Students 

First-generation students are a unique population of students that warrant further 

examination because of their decreased likelihood of attending a postsecondary 

institution after earning a high school diploma in comparison to their peers who have at 

least one parent who attended a postsecondary institution (Choy, et al., 2000).  Despite 

the lower likelihood of attending postsecondary institutions, first-generation students are 

increasing their enrollment numbers at both the postsecondary level (Choy, 2001; 

Inkelas & McCarron, 2006; Ishitani, 2003) and at the high school level (Kelly, 2005).  

These growing numbers indicate that first-generation students are succeeding in 
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graduating from high school and transitioning to postsecondary education, but further 

investigation is necessary to see what factors are influencing their eventual 

postsecondary degree aspirations and enrollment.   

Additionally, research has found that first-generation students continue to lack the 

advantages and resources to make them competitive with their peers during the college 

choice and application process (Smith, 2008; Terenzini, et al., 1996; Walpole, 2003).  

Despite these potential disadvantages, though, first-generation students tend to have 

more motivation and desire to pursue a postsecondary degree than many of their peers 

(Hicks & Dennis, 2005).  These findings indicate that many first-generation students are 

interested in pursuing postsecondary education options once they complete their high 

school education. Although an abundance of information is available on first-generation 

students regarding their postsecondary experiences (Pascarella, et al., 2004; Pike & 

Kuh, 2005), there is a dearth of evidence available on the preparation and application 

process that allowed first-generation students to successfully pursue  postsecondary 

degrees (Gofen, 2009; Thayer, 2000).   

Past studies on first-generation students have covered a large gamete of issues.  

In particular, previous studies focused on retention (Ishitani, 2003, 2006; Lohfink & 

Paulsen, 2005), academic preparation (Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001), 

postsecondary success (Engle, 2007; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Pascarella, et al., 2004), and 

educational aspirations (Bui, 2002; Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  Despite an abundance 

of research on the postsecondary experiences of first-generation students, there is still 

limited information regarding their motivations and process to attend postsecondary 

institutions (Olive, 2008).  Before investigating potential motivations for first-generation 
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students to attend postsecondary institutions, it is imperative to understand the 

characteristics that typically are connected to this population of students.   

 Broadly, first-generation students differ from their peers based on their high 

school experiences, racial/ethnic backgrounds, family socioeconomic status, gender, 

family/parent involvement, and college choice process (Choy, 2001; Hossler, et al., 

1999; Pascarella, et al., 2004; Terenzini, et al., 1996). Additionally, first-generation 

students are more likely to come from a home where English is not the primary 

language (Bui, 2002).  Typically, first-generation students are over-represented in the 

most disadvantaged subsets of each of the aforementioned groups (Choy, 2001).   

A more nuanced look at the differences of first-generation students indicates that 

first-generation students are more likely to be members of an ethnic/racial minority 

group than their non-first-generation peers (Bui, 2002; Choy, 2001).  For example, 

Latino students represented 18% of first-generation students, while in non-first-

generation students Latino students only represented 7% (Warburton, et al., 2001).  

Since 1975, though, Latino students have been the racial group most likely to represent 

first-generation students at four-year institutions (Saenz, et al., 2007).  In terms of 

socioeconomic status, many first-generation students come from families with lower 

family income than their non-first-generation peers (Terenzini, et al., 1996).  Specifically, 

29% of first-generation students are considered to be from low-income families while 

only 9% of the non-first-generation student population is categorized as being from low-

income families (Warburton, et al., 2001). While these background characteristics 

cannot be changed, investigating first-generation students’ college choice process has 
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the potential to highlight factors that influenced first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations to attend postsecondary institutions.   

Previous research suggested that many of these background characteristics, 

namely being first-generation, coming from a lower-income, and being Black or Latino 

decreases the likelihood of actually enrolling in postsecondary education (Bell, Rowan-

Kenyon, & Perna, 2009; Ellwood & Kane, 2000).  These characteristics, which may 

place first-generation students at a disadvantage when trying to pursue postsecondary 

education, are all independently associated with lower rates of college attendance and 

collectively may limit the postsecondary options available for first-generation students 

(Engle & Tinto, 2008).  While not all first-generation students must overcome these 

hurdles to attend postsecondary institutions, many of them must learn to navigate the 

college choice process despite these disadvantages.  

Although first-generation students are disproportionately from lower-income 

families and ethnic/racial minorities, they are not a homogenous group (Olive, 2008; 

Phinney, et al., 2005).  Past research investigated whether different income levels of 

first-generation students’ families influenced persistence and found that first-generation 

students from higher income backgrounds were more likely to persist throughout 

postsecondary education in comparison to first-generation students from lower-income 

families (Paulsen & St. John, 2002).  This finding indicates not only that first-generation 

students come from diverse economic backgrounds, but also that these background 

differences within the first-generation population can influence first-generation students’ 

postsecondary education success.  More research is needed to see what background 
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differences in first-generation students may influence their college choice process and 

degree aspirations. 

It is important to highlight that previous research on first-generation students 

typically described them as a monolithic group and often did not acknowledge the 

diverse racial/ethnic and other characteristic differences present in this population 

(Phinney, et al., 2005).  As the overall student population continues to diversify 

(Engberg & Allen, 2011; Engberg & Wolniak, 2010; Saenz, et al., 2007; Snyder & 

Dillow, 2011), it is imperative to examine the first-generation student population for 

within group differences and their potential influences on the college choice process.   

Educational Aspirations 

One of the strongest predictors of future educational attainment, regardless of 

background or demographic characteristics, is student educational aspirations (Park, et 

al., 2011).  This finding supports previous findings that suggest that educational 

aspirations, which are often connected to parental encouragement, also are a major 

predictor of postsecondary institution application rates (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; L. 

Perna, 2006).  Despite previous research highlighting the positive connection of 

educational aspirations to future educational attainment or application rates, educational 

aspirations are not similar across all student populations (Hurtado, Inkelas, Briggs, & 

Rhee, 1997).  Further investigation into how educational aspirations vary by student 

populations and demographic differences is critical, as well as potentially insightful into 

why or why not first-generation students aspire to pursue postsecondary degrees.    

Between 1980 and 2002 a dramatic increase in educational aspirations occurred 

with less than half of students aspiring to earn a bachelor’s degree in 1980 to more than 

three quarters in 2002 (Goyette, 2008).  Although there was a significant increase in 
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degree aspirations for all students, disparities still exist for students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds.  For example, there is almost a 40 percent gap between students from 

the highest socioeconomic background and lowest socioeconomic background aspiring 

to attend a four-year postsecondary institution (Ingels & Dalton, 2008).  Students from 

lower family incomes not only have lower expectations to earn a college degree, but 

also are less likely to anticipate taking entrance examinations, applying to a four-year 

institution, and enrolling in a four-year institution even when only college-qualified 

students are considered (Fitzgerald, 2004).  Differences in educational aspirations also 

exist based on racial backgrounds with only one fifth of Black students and one quarter 

of Latino students considered college-qualified actually applying to college during the 

twelfth grade (Hurtado, et al., 1997). In addition to these findings highlighting lower 

levels of aspirations for students from particular socioeconomic and racial/ethnic 

backgrounds, research has also highlighted differences pertinent to first-generation 

students.  

 First-generation students continue to exhibit lower educational aspirations in 

comparison to their peers (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Saenz, et al., 2007).  These lower 

aspirations may be connected to the myriad of factors that first-generation students face 

in order to overcome their lower likelihood of attending postsecondary institutions 

(Choy, 2001; Engle, 2007; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella, et al., 2004).  In 

addition to exhibiting lower educational aspirations for postsecondary enrollment (Choy, 

2001; Hahs-Vaughn, 2004; Ishitani, 2003; Saenz, et al., 2007; Terenzini, et al., 1996), 

first-generation students often indicate these lower educational aspirations for 

enrollment early in their academic experiences (Choy, 2001).  For example, differences 
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in educational aspirations form as early as the eighth grade with 16% of first-generation 

students indicating that they would not go to college while only 1% of their peers 

suggested they would not go to college.  These aspirations changed by the time 

students entered the twelfth grade with over 90% of all students interested in pursuing 

college; however, a more intimate look reveals that 53% of first-generation students 

expect to earn a bachelor’s degree in comparison to almost 90% of their peers 

indicating they expected to earn a bachelor’s degree (Choy, 2001).  It is evident that 

first-generation students start considering postsecondary education as an option much 

later than their peers and this could influence their aspirations, as well as their planning 

process (McDonough, 1997). 

First-generation Students’ Reasons to Pursue Postsecondary Education 

Despite developing lower educational aspirations prior to entering high school 

(Choy, 2001), first-generation students in recent decades have started exhibiting higher 

educational aspirations than first-generation students in previous decades (Saenz, et 

al., 2007).  These increased aspirations could be connected to first-generation students 

recognizing that in order to compete with their peers from families with college-educated 

parents they must pursue postsecondary education (Goyette, 2008).  Past research 

suggested a variety of reasons why first-generation students intended to pursue 

postsecondary education and suggest that these reasons differ from peers whose 

parents attended postsecondary institutions.   

Demonstrating the need to improve their future status in society, first-generation 

students were often found to pursue postsecondary education in order to improve their 

social, economic, and educational status (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).  Improving 

their economic status is paramount for a large number of first-generation students with 
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many reporting one of the biggest reasons they wanted to pursue postsecondary 

education was the result of seeing their parents struggle financially when they were 

children (Acker-Ball, 2007).  Bui (2002) furthered this research focus by investigating 

the differences in pursuing postsecondary education between first-generation students 

and non-first-generation students.  She found that first-generation students were 

motivated to pursue postsecondary education in order to gain more respect and status, 

financially assist their family after graduation, and increase honor for their family.  In 

particular, first-generation students differed significantly from their peers in their desire 

to pursue postsecondary education in order to contribute to their families’ financial 

situation upon completion of their education.  This finding is in alignment with the 

previous suggestion that first-generation students feel compelled to pursue 

postsecondary education to make meaningful impacts on their families and respective 

communities (Pascarella, et al., 2004).  Investigating the reasons that first-generation 

students aspire to attend postsecondary institutions may provide insight for researchers 

about avenues to improve first-generation students likelihood of enrolling in 

postsecondary institutions despite the disadvantages placed against this population of 

students.   

Pre-postsecondary Academic Experiences 

While aspirations and demographic backgrounds indicate potential differences 

between first-generation students and their peers, high school academic experiences 

also are indicative of aspects that may differ between these two groups.  Broadly, first-

generation students often receive less college preparation throughout their time in high 

school than their peers (Pascarella, et al., 2004; Penrose, 2002; Wang & Castaneda-
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Sound, 2008).  This can be explained by first-generation students’ results on 

standardized tests, high school course selections, and academic skill sets.   

Reviewing academic results exhibits that first-generation students typically 

received lower grade point averages than their peers and also displayed lower results 

on standardized tests (Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Chen, 2005; Hahs-Vaughn, 2004; 

Penrose, 2002; Riehl, 1994).  Related to lower grade point averages, first-generation 

students also participated in less rigorous coursework throughout their high school 

experience (Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Warburton, et al., 2001).  These academic 

differences highlight factors that may influence first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations.   

Coursework in high school is an important factor to investigate because it often 

positively influences college persistence (Adelman, 2006).  For example, 55% of first-

generation students who enrolled in regular courses in high school remained in college 

after three years but the number increased to 81% when first-generation students 

enrolled in more advanced, rigorous coursework (Trotter, 2001).  Even when eighth 

grade academic ability is controlled for students from underrepresented ethnic groups, 

which often encompass many first-generation students, these students were less likely 

to take college preparatory mathematics courses in comparison to their White and Asian 

American peers (Hamrick & Stage, 2004).   

First-generation students’ academic skill sets often are not at the same level as 

their peers with deficiencies in the areas of reading, math, and critical thinking, which 

may influence their ability to take more rigorous coursework while in high school (Choy, 

2001; Terenzini, et al., 1996).  Not all first-generation students experience these 
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disadvantages and struggles in high school, so it is critical to remember this population 

of students is quite diverse in their academic experiences as well as demographic 

background.  However, in a recent survey of college-qualified students who did not 

attend a postsecondary institution, 37% of the respondents were students whose 

parents did not have above a high school diploma (Hahn & Price, 2008).  This finding 

highlights that even college-qualified first-generation students must still overcome 

numerous factors to pursue a postsecondary education.  

College Knowledge 

Knowledge regarding the college choice process is often conveyed through 

parents but for first-generation students this information may not be available since their 

parents do not have first-hand experience of attending a postsecondary institution 

(Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  This lack of knowledge can be detrimental to students 

because students with lower levels of college knowledge are less likely to attend 

postsecondary institutions (Bell, et al., 2009).  Typically, the amount of information first-

generation students have in comparison to their peers is smaller and may influence 

which institutions they deem as the best fit for them (Cho, Hudley, Lee, Barry, & Kelly, 

2008).  This lack of information poses particular risks for first-generation students and 

causes the college choice process to be an overwhelming process for many of them 

(Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).   

 There are a few particular areas where first-generation students may lack 

knowledge pertinent to the college choice process.  First, they are not as likely to be 

knowledgeable about how to navigate the college application process (Thayer, 2000; 

York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991).  Next, first-generation students also lack information 

relevant to the actual costs of attending postsecondary education (Hsiao, 1992; L. 
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Perna, 2004; York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991).  However, more recent research 

suggests that first-generation students are starting to become better aware of the steps 

and necessities required to attend postsecondary institutions, as well as finding new 

resources to provide them additional access to college (Hicks & Dennis, 2005).  The 

role of college knowledge on postsecondary access is evident but as more first-

generation students enter college further research is warranted.    

Postsecondary Institution Enrollment Patterns  

When first-generation students navigate the college choice process and are 

developing educational aspirations, they must be cognizant of the types of institutions 

they are considering due to the long-term impacts of attending particular institutions.  

Previous research has indicated that first-generation students are concentrated in two-

year institutions (Engle, 2007; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998), which indicates that 

first-generation students are gaining access to postsecondary institutions but two-year 

institutions are not a definite route to earn a bachelor’s degree.  For instance, only 14 

percent of first-generation students from a low-income background who started at a two-

year or for-profit institution successfully transferred to a four-year institution within six 

years in comparison to their non-first-generation students from higher income brackets 

(Engle & Tinto, 2008).   

Contrary to those starting at two-year institutions, first-generation students who 

began their postsecondary pursuits at four-year institutions were seven times more 

likely to earn a bachelor’s degree (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  This number shows the benefit 

of first-generation students enrolling at a four-year institution directly after high school, 

but only one quarter of first-generation students typically start their postsecondary 

education at a four-year institution.  The remaining three quarters pursued 
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postsecondary options at two-year institutions or other types of institutions, such as for-

profit institutions (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Regardless of whether first-generation students 

enroll at two- or four-year postsecondary institutions after high school, they are more 

likely to begin their postsecondary education pursuits at less selective institutions than 

their peers limiting the potential benefits that occur with earning a bachelor’s degree 

(Pascarella, et al., 2004).  It is apparent that the enrollment patterns of first-generation 

students influence their long-term degree attainments, but may also be related to their 

background characteristics, such as racial/ethnic background (Inkelas & McCarron, 

2006; Pascarella, et al., 2004).  Investigating degree aspirations for first-generation 

students may provide information about what factors influence the type of institution 

first-generation students consider.   

Factors Influencing Students’ Degree Aspirations 

The background characteristics of first-generation students provide critical 

information about this population of students as a whole and highlight the particular 

areas where many first-generation students are not as competitive as their peers 

throughout the college choice process.  In addition to background characteristics, 

though, many first-generation students differ from their peers in terms of the influences 

they receive throughout their college choice process and on their development of 

degree aspirations.  These influences may directly or indirectly influence first-generation 

students’ degree aspirations and must be further explored to understand their role in 

first-generation students’ college choice process.  This section will first discuss at length 

the role of parental influence on students’ degree aspirations with a focus on first-

generation students.  The section will conclude with a discussion of additional influence 
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on students’ degree aspirations, namely high school context and high school teachers 

and counselors. 

Parental Influences  

Throughout the college choice process, parents are one of the most influential 

factors on the success of their children’s outcomes (Flint, 1992; Niu & Tienda, 2008).  

Studies continue to highlight the positive benefits of parental involvement in students’ 

educational experiences and college choice process (Hoover-Dempsey & Sander, 

1995; Hossler, et al., 1989; Hossler & Stage, 1992; Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  

Defining parental involvement is a difficult process but should be understood as a 

longitudinal process that occurs fluidly throughout a student’s educational experience 

and includes specifics such as attending school functions, talking to students about their 

educational experiences, and encouraging educational pursuits (Fann, McClafferty 

Jarsky, & McDonough, 2009; Hoover-Dempsey & Sander, 1995).  Pertinent to this study 

is Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper’s (1999) definition that suggests that parental 

involvement related to the college choice process includes discussions between parents 

and students about college opportunities, financial planning, and campus visits.  

There are numerous reasons why including parental involvement in research 

studies on college choice is limited.  First, including parent involvement in research 

studies is limited by how to define it.  For instance, in quantitative research parental 

involvement is often defined by the quantity of time parents spend with their children 

and does not incorporate other indicators to create a more multidimensional construct 

(Horn & Chen, 1998; L. Perna, 2000a; L. Perna & Titus, 2005).  A second limitation with 

including parental involvement in college choice models is that past studies do not 

recognize how school structures influence parental involvement.  Only considering the 
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parent and not the influence of the school on students, limits the potential impact a 

school system has on the parents (Perna & Titus, 2005).  Parental involvement is a 

critical construct, which must be further explored to determine its influence on first-

generation students’ degree aspirations.  

 Despite the lack of a specific model discussing the role of parents in the college 

choice process or one clear definition of parental involvement, a variety of past studies 

have found parents’ role imperative to the college search process.  For example, 

Chapman (1981) found that parents are the greatest influence on students’ educational 

aspirations even after controlling for socioeconomic status.  Research has also 

indicated that as students progress through the college choice process and move closer 

to making a final decision, parents become a secondary influence in the students’ lives 

(Hossler et al., 1989; Smith & Fleming, 2006).  In particular, during the latter stages of 

the college choice process other individuals such as teachers, counselors and peers 

tend to influence the selection and choice of schools more than parents (Hossler et al., 

1989).  Despite acting as a secondary influence, though, parents continue to highly 

influence students regarding which college they will actually attend and throughout the 

entire college search process (Hossler et al., 1989; Smith and Fleming, 2006).   

In addition to providing overall influence and guidance to their children during the 

college choice process, parents provide specific support mechanisms to their children 

during this process.  For instance, while students are initially searching out colleges that 

are a good fit for them, they typically rely on recommendations from those individuals 

they are closest to, which usually is their parents (Flint, 1992).  Additionally, prior to the 

beginning of the actual college choice process, students’ educational aspirations are 
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tied to their parents’ education and income levels (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000).  Perna 

(2000) further stated that even starting at the junior high level, parental involvement in 

student activities predicts whether a student will matriculate at a four-year institution 

following high school.  Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) found that parental involvement was 

higher for students who ultimately decided to attend a four-year institution in comparison 

to the support that students who decided to attend a two-year institution reported.  

Collectively, parental involvement and degree expectations often influence the 

type of postsecondary institution students explore with higher expectations of parents 

related to students exploring more competitive and prestigious colleges (Flint, 1992).  

Parental involvement is a multi-faceted construct that directly influences postsecondary 

educational aspirations for children and ultimately their enrollment (Cabrera & LaNasa, 

2000; Hossler et al., 1999; Perna, 2000).  It must be further explored, though, to gain a 

better understanding of how it more specifically affects the degree aspirations of first-

generation students and also its interaction with other characteristics, such as 

race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status.  

Parent Influences Specific to First-generation Students 

Inkelas and McCarron (2006) suggest that in order to develop successful 

opportunities during the college choice process for first-generation students, it is 

imperative to examine educational aspirations and experiences within the context of 

their families.  Past research has indicated that first-generation students often receive 

less family support than their peers in pursuing postsecondary education (Nunez & 

Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella, et al., 2004).  The support to pursue postsecondary 

education may be limited for first-generation students since their families may be lacking 

direct experience of college and may not share similar educational values as parents 
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who have attended postsecondary institutions (McDonough, 1997).  In particular, some 

research suggests that first-generation students’ parents are less likely to help their 

children navigate the college choice process, especially in the final stage of choosing a 

specific institution (Choy, 2001; Pascarella, et al., 2004; Thayer, 2000; York-Anderson & 

Bowman, 1991).   

More recent work, though, has indicated that first-generation students’ parents are 

a positive influence rather than a deterrent to attend postsecondary institutions.  For 

example, McCarron and Inkelas (2006) found that first-generation students did rely on 

their parents to assist them in the college choice process and additionally this 

involvement positively influenced their college aspirations.  Additionally, Saenz and 

associates (2007) reported that in the past 15 years first-generation students are more 

likely to indicate than their peers the reason they are pursuing postsecondary education 

is because their parents encouraged them to earn a higher education.  Furthermore, 

while both first-generation students and their peers reported higher levels of parental 

encouragement to attend postsecondary education, first-generation students’ parental 

encouragement more than doubled since 1971 (Saenz, et al., 2007).    

Parental encouragement is one method of support for first-generation students 

since their parents may not be able to provide academic support or financial assistance 

for students interested in partaking in extra-curricular study skills/SAT courses (Acker-

Ball, 2007).  Despite potentially different levels and types of involvement, parent 

involvement with first-generation students was found to be essential since this 

population of students often navigates the college choice process much differently than 

their peers (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  As a result of these contradictory findings, 
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further investigation is warranted on the benefits of including parents in the college 

choice process of first-generation students.   

High School Context  

The high schools that many first-generation students attend vary drastically from 

the ones that many of their non-first-generation peers attend.  For instance, since many 

first-generation students are from lower-income backgrounds (Terenzini, et al., 1996), 

they often attend a high school that does not receive as many resources as schools 

located in higher income districts.  For example, first-generation students often are 

enrolled in high schools that receive lower funding, report crowded classrooms, offer 

limited advanced course offerings, and employ under-prepared teachers (Hamrick & 

Stage, 2004).  Further analysis of the socioeconomic level of a high school’s student 

body also indicates there is a relationship with whether students are likely to attend two- 

and four-year postsecondary institutions (Engberg & Wolniak, 2010).   

In addition, the socioeconomic average of a student body also has been 

connected to parental involvement, with higher averages more likely to promote 

pursuing a four-year postsecondary institution (Engberg & Wolniak, 2010).  As a result 

of limited resources, students may not receive adequate preparation for the college 

choice process. Subsequently, students who are enrolled in a high school that they feel 

is not adequately preparing them for postsecondary education are significantly less 

likely to aspire to attend postsecondary institutions in their future (Pitre, 2006).  Finally, 

the high school context is also connected to the pursuit of four-year postsecondary 

institutions.  For example, when students attend a high school that is more focused on 

preparing students for four-year postsecondary institutions, they are more likely to 

pursue four-year institutions (Engberg & Wolniak, 2009, 2010; Hossler, et al., 1999; 
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McDonough, 1997).  High schools influence students’ college choice and degree 

aspirations and further analysis is necessary to determine their influence specific to first-

generation students.   

Teachers and Counselors   

First-generation students rely on their high school counselors and teachers in 

different ways than many of their non-first-generation peers.  In particular, first-

generation students often seek out the advice of their high school counselors and 

teachers to assist them in the college choice process since their parents do not have 

direct experience with applying to or attending postsecondary institutions (Horn & 

Nunez, 2000; Saenz, et al., 2007).  When first-generation students do reach out to their 

counselors, though, counselors oftentimes are limited to provide college guidance, 

especially at under-funded schools where counselors are more focused on larger 

disciplinary or individual problems (McDonough, 1997).  First-generation students may 

also not utilize their counselors and teachers effectively since first-generation students 

are often not fully versed in the type of information to request and questions to raise 

putting more strain on their college search process (Hsiao, 1992).  Teacher and 

counselor involvement may significantly influence first-generation students’ pathways to 

college but additional information is necessary to fully understand a high school’s role.   

Theoretical Framework 

College choice is a multi-faceted process that begins once students start exploring 

postsecondary education options (Bergerson, 2009; Hossler, et al., 1989).  During the 

past several decades, college choice has become a pertinent aspect in higher 

education research, especially as more parents and students recognized the necessity 

to start their college choice process early on in high school, if not earlier (Kinzie et al., 
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2004).  Once researchers acknowledged that many families were using similar steps in 

the college choice process, they started developing models to explain the stages 

families cycled through in the college choice process.  With intensified research on 

college choice, a more accurate representation of the college choice process evolved 

and numerous models emerged (L. Perna, 2006).   

The college choice process includes numerous steps that individuals move 

through before attending college, but one of the earliest aspects is when individuals 

decide whether or not to attend college (Hossler, et al., 1989; L. Perna, 2006).  This 

study will focus on this early step in the college choice process to examine how degree 

aspirations differ for within group differences of the first-generation student population.  

To accomplish this examination, Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model was 

selected because it recognizes the variety of influences on students during the college 

choice process and more specific to this study the development of degree aspirations.  

This section will begin with a brief overview of college choice models focused 

specifically on the Hossler and Gallagher model (1987).  Next, a thorough review of the 

development and factors included in the model guiding this study, Perna’s (2006) 

proposed conceptual model of college choice, will be presented.   

Review of Previous College Choice Models 

Through the past three decades numerous college choice models have developed 

with scholars identifying a vast number of factors influencing the college choice process 

(Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000b; Freeman, 1997; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; McDonough, 

1997; L. Perna, 2006).  Within these college choice models, various frameworks also 

emerged such as psychological, economical, and sociological (Engberg & Wolniak, 

2009; Paulsen, 1990; L. Perna, 2006).  Each perspective highlights particular aspects of 
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the college choice process and may be considered incomplete, so a more recent 

practice is to utilize models that combine a variety of perspectives.  Additionally, many 

of these perspectives emerged as the result of research focused on traditional, White 

students and limited parents’ involvement and perspectives (McDonough, 1997; 

Paulsen & St. John, 2002; Smith & Fleming, 2006).   

With a more diverse contingent of students considering postsecondary education 

today, these previous models exclude the experiences of these students.  As a result, 

these more comprehensive and robust models are common in college choice research 

today and allow scholars to address more nuanced perspectives of the diverse students 

exploring postsecondary options currently (Hossler, et al., 1989; Rooney, 2008).  

Additionally, the inclusion of different perspectives from diverse students creates an 

opportunity to update and refine college choice models to reflect today’s student 

population (Paulsen & St. John, 2002). 

 While a variety of college choice models developed through the years, only a 

small number have continued to be utilized regularly in scholarly work.  For instance, 

the Donald Hossler and Karen Gallagher model was developed in 1987, but continues 

to be one of the most cited college choice models in research literature (Bergerson, 

2009).  It also provides the foundation for Perna’s (2006) more robust conceptual model 

of college choice, which will guide this study theoretically.  

The Hossler and Gallagher model has three main stages that suggest specific 

outcomes and actions:  predisposition, search, and choice (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  

The first stage, predisposition, suggests that particular background characteristics and 

parental expectations influence the college choice process of students (Hossler & 
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Gallagher, 1987).  Once students have made the definitive decision about whether or 

not they will pursue higher education, they enter the search stage of the college choice 

process.  During this stage, both parents and students explore their educational goals 

and how they fit with their financial situations (Flint, 1992; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  

Throughout this stage parents and students explore postsecondary options by visiting 

institutions, reviewing college materials, speaking with guidance counselors, and 

contacting college representatives (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  At the conclusion of 

this stage, students and parents have a prospective list of postsecondary institutions 

they believe are a good match for their educational goals, financial situations, and 

academic characteristics (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  During the final stage, choice, 

students finalize their lists of potential postsecondary institutions they are willing to 

apply to and eventually decide which institution to attend (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000b; 

Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).   

 Previous models of college choice, including Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) 

model, typically focused on particular aspects of students’ decision-making process or 

specific characteristics and did not consider how many of these influences jointly 

influenced the college choice process.  While these past models were critical in 

developing a strong foundation for college choice research, they were limited in the 

perspectives they considered, as well as the types of students included in studies.  In 

particular, previous models relied heavily on either human capital models or sociological 

perspectives and failed to recognize that both perspectives worked collectively on 

influencing the college choice decision process (Bergerson, 2009).   
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These previous models, while limited in scope, did provide valuable information 

that influenced how colleges interacted with students and students made decisions.  

With more diverse students considering postsecondary education, though, it is 

imperative to utilize a model today that takes into consideration the variety of 

backgrounds and influences that affect students’ aspiration decisions. As a result of 

these limitations, I selected a more recent and robust model to guide the development 

of this study: Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of college choice.   

Development of Perna’s Proposed Conceptual Model of Student College Choice 

Perna’s (2006) model utilizes a combination of both economical and sociological 

perspectives to address the college choice process for students.  The combination of 

these two approaches allows this model to investigate factors that influence students’ 

college choice process, including student characteristics, school influences, and family 

effects.  Before presenting the specific aspects of Perna’s model, it is imperative to 

review the model’s background and the approaches Perna used to develop it. 

Economical approach 

The economic approach typically encompasses the human capital investment 

model.  A basic premise of human capital theory is that when individuals are more 

productive, they are rewarded with increased pay (Becker, 1993).  Individuals may have 

different productivity due to their personal development, education quality, amount of 

education, and job flexibility (Becker, 1962).  The cornerstone of human capital 

investment theory is that the more education an individual accrues the higher their 

earnings potential will be in their careers (Becker, 1993).   

This basic premise of human capital investment theory also considers that 

individuals who are contemplating additional education also reflect on the monetary 
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investment and make a rational decision about if the financial investment for further 

education will be beneficial long term (Becker, 1993).  Past college choice research that 

used human capital investment models as a framework were focused on the third stage 

of Hossler and Gallagher’s model (1987), choice, and typically used a quantitative 

methodology to understand enrollment patterns (L. Perna, 2006).  While the findings of 

past research using human capital investment models have been substantial, they do 

not address specific issues relevant to this study.  Namely, these models do not take 

into consideration different family incomes or different racial/ethnic backgrounds 

(Paulsen, 2001; L. Perna, 2006); however, Perna recognized this deficiency and 

incorporated aspects of the sociological approach into her model.   

Sociological approach 

Sociological perspectives, such as the one utilized in Hossler and Gallagher’s 

(1987) model, heavily relied on students’ socioeconomic status as an influence on both 

education and occupation aspirations.  This focus was the result of the assumption that 

aspirations resulted from academic achievement and demographic characteristics such 

as socioeconomic status.  These socioeconomic status models suggest that students 

from a stronger academic and economic background will receive more support in their 

college choice process which influences their aspirations and eventual attainment (L. 

Perna, 2006).   

While the socioeconomic status models provided essential information, more 

recent work has started to incorporate the influences of social and cultural capital on 

student college choice (Bergerson, 2009).  Using these sociological approaches allows 

researchers to understand the college choice process in terms of multiple types of 

context and not isolate particular influences.  Despite the advantages of both the 
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economical and sociological perspectives, using either one independently in college 

choice research is insufficient when diverse populations of individuals are considered 

(L. Perna, 2006).   

Outline of Perna’s Proposed Conceptual Model  

As a result of her research, Perna (2006) recognized the weaknesses and 

advantages of both the sociological and economic approaches and identified a need for 

a more comprehensive and robust model.  Economic models provide researchers the 

opportunity to investigate the decision making process of students, but they do not 

highlight the information students are using to make their decisions.  Sociological 

models do allow researchers to gather a more nuanced perspective of the information 

students are using for their decision making process, but they do not investigate the 

actual decision making process students use (Manski, 1993).  These weaknesses are 

limited when a more comprehensive model is used and recent research has 

demonstrated the advantages of using a combination of sociological and economic 

approaches (Freeman, 1997; Paulsen, 2001; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; L. Perna, 

2000a).  A significant strength of these combination models is the ability to gain a better 

understanding of the process for students from different racial/ethnic and economic 

backgrounds (Paulsen & St. John, 2002).   

 Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model makes the assumption that 

enrollment decisions are connected to a student’s “situated context” and that there is 

not one particular route leading to college enrollment but rather numerous paths 

students may select.  The proposed conceptual model (Figure 2-1) is centered on the 

human capital investment model premise that college choice decisions are the result of 

comparing expected benefits with expected costs.  According to Perna (2006), expected 
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benefits account for both monetary and nonmonetary benefits, while expected costs 

refer to both the cost of attending a postsecondary institution and lost wages while 

attending a postsecondary institution.  This basic premise, unlike in traditional human 

capital investment models, is that multiple layers of context influence the decision 

making process.  

The four layers for Perna’s proposed conceptual model (2006) are not stage 

based like Hossler and Gallagher’s model (1987), but rather interactive and fluid 

throughout the entire college choice process.  The four layers include (1) individual 

habitus, (2) school and community context, (3) higher education context, and (4) social, 

economic, and policy context. Utilizing the multiple layers of Perna’s conceptual model 

allows researchers on college choice to investigate constructs that are present in both 

economic and sociological models.  Additionally, this model recognizes key differences 

from students from varied backgrounds as they navigate the college choice process 

(Bergerson, 2009; McDonough, 1997).   

In addition to using multiple approaches in developing her model to be inclusive of 

the diverse population of students considering postsecondary institutions today, Perna 

incorporated studies done both qualitatively and quantitatively when developing her 

proposed conceptual model.  She noted that many of the early models relied heavily on 

quantitative data and did not include the introspective data that typically emerges from 

qualitative data (Bergerson, 2009; L. Perna, 2006).  This model also recognized that 

students have different needs throughout the college choice process and will navigate it 

at different rates, which was different than previous models that suggested students 

pass through stages in the process at specific times (Bergerson, 2009).  Despite not 
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being a linear model like Hossler and Gallagher (1987) or suggesting specific time 

frames for each layer, Perna still recommends outcomes during the college choice 

process.  For instance, she implies that factors such as saving for college and 

academically preparing are key factors for a successful college choice process (L. 

Perna, 2006).  Although a relatively young model, Perna’s model has already started to 

impact how researchers study college choice and allow them to address numerous 

factors at once that were previously only studied in isolated situations (Engberg & 

Wolniak, 2009; Steinberg, Piraino, & Haveman, 2008).  

Layer one 

The first context, individual habitus, is a student’s internal set of thoughts, beliefs, 

and perceptions that develop from the environment a student is associated with on a 

regular basis.  Collectively, these factors then influence the aspirations and attitudes 

that students have about postsecondary institutions (Bourdieu, 1977; McDonough, 

1997).  Reviewing Perna’s conceptual model (2006) highlights specific characteristics of 

layer one in her model.  In particular, this model incorporates the influence of 

demographic characteristics, cultural capital, and social capital (L. Perna, 2006).  Within 

demographic characteristics are gender, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and 

parental education levels, which are all pertinent to this study.  The other two aspects of 

layer one, cultural and social capital, are broad constructs previously addressed and 

can be difficult to actually measure for a study.  It will be important to review how 

college knowledge and people impacted the college choice process of first-generation 

students.  
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Layer two   

School and community context is the second layer which suggest that the school 

and community environment a student is engaged in influences their college choice 

process (L. Perna, 2006).  This impact can improve their likelihood of attending 

postsecondary institutions, but it may also impede it.  School and community context 

incorporates aspects such as the availability and types of resources available to 

students and the support mechanisms students can utilize (L. Perna, 2006).  Past 

research has found that many students do not have the opportunity to attend high 

schools with the necessary resources to successfully pursue college options (Engberg 

& Wolniak, 2010), which stresses the need to further investigate how the school and 

community context can influence the college choice process of first-generation students. 

This study will further explore how a school’s location and opportunity for advanced 

courses influences first-generation students’ degree aspirations and college choice 

process. 

Layer three   

The third layer of Perna’s conceptual model emphasizes how postsecondary 

institutions’ characteristics could influence the college choice decision of students 

(Perna, 2006).  Postsecondary institutions influence students’ college choice process in 

a variety of ways.  For example, institutions often provide information to students and 

their parents that influence whether or not students consider particular institutions.  The 

particular characteristics, such as rankings, enrollment size, campus location, etc. can 

determine whether or not parents or students are interested in gathering more 

information about certain institutions based on whether or not they are in alignment with 

students’ and parents’ values and goals (L. Perna, 2006).  This study will focus on the 
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type of degree first-generation students are considering pursuing (i.e., bachelor’s, 

associate’s, etc.) instead of the specific characteristics often addressed in this layer. 

Layer four 

The final layer of Perna’s proposed conceptual model addresses how social, 

economic, and policy facets influence college choice process.  Within this layer, Perna 

(2006) recognizes that college choice must be understood based on factors such as 

economic conditions influencing students and policies that may support or deter 

students from considering postsecondary education.  Previous models often failed to 

address how policy implications at both the secondary and postsecondary levels 

shaped students’ college choice process and which particular institutions students were 

able to consider (L. Perna, 2006).  This study does aim to provide critical information 

relevant to current policies affecting the college choice process of students; however, 

the specific dimensions presented in this layer are beyond the scope of the current 

study and the dataset utilized.   

While Perna does separate her model into four specific layers, each layer 

indirectly and directly influences the context of the other layers.  It is important to look at 

the variety of influences on the college choice process, even in studies that only 

consider one or two of the layers suggested by Perna.  Although this model has not 

been tested or refined in a large number of studies to dates (Bergerson, 2009), it is the 

most relevant model for the purposes of this study. 

Application of Model to Current Study 

Utilizing Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of college choice allows a 

more robust study to develop and allows the current study to examine multiple contexts 

that influence first-generation students’ college choice process.  In particular, this study 
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will focus on specific aspects of the conceptual model and highlight the influence of the 

first two layers on first-generation students’ degree aspirations.  To accommodate this 

study’s focus on degree aspirations, which can be viewed as one aspect of the college 

choice process, Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model was modified.  Namely, 

instead of the layers indicating a direct influence on college choice they instead are 

directly influencing degree aspirations (Figure 2-2).   

Previous studies utilizing Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model have used it 

in a variety of ways; therefore, it felt suitable to use it to examine degree aspirations.  I 

view degree aspirations as a critical element in the broad construct of college choice 

with the process of developing degree aspirations focusing on what type of degree, if 

any, an individual is interested in pursuing.  Previous studies that used Perna’s model 

examined the intent to study abroad (Salisbury, Umbach, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2009), 

whether to borrow money for college (L. W. Perna, 2008), and collaborations between 

all levels of education (P-20) (Nunez & Oliva, 2009).  These studies demonstrated that 

while Perna developed her model with the intention to study the college choice process, 

it could be successfully utilized to examine other education related areas.   

The first layer of the model will be the largest emphasis in this study because of 

this study’s focus on parental involvement and background characteristics, such as 

race/ethnicity, parental education, and family income.  In addition, layer two will also be 

addressed to determine the role of high school factors on first-generation students’ 

aspirations including the school’s locale and counselors’ focus.  While Perna’s (2006) 

model addresses college choice as a whole, this particular study is focusing on the 

nuanced aspect of degree aspirations.  Theoretically, this model provided the best 
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mechanism to study the role of parental involvement on degree aspirations of first-

generation students. 

Chapter Summary 

First-generation students are a unique population that continues to increase their 

numbers in postsecondary institutions.  Prior to entering postsecondary institutions, 

though, first-generation students often differ from their peers in terms of their 

educational aspirations.  These differences in educational aspirations are often 

connected to their background characteristics, as well as numerous influences including 

their parents, high schools, and counselors/teachers.   The extant research has 

suggested that the role of parents is a significant influence on students’ degree 

aspirations; however, limited research exists on the influence of parents on first-

generation students’ degree aspirations.  In addition, past research traditionally focused 

on first-generation students as a monolithic group and did not recognize them as a 

diverse set of students.  More recent research has recognized that it is necessary to 

examine within group differences of first-generation students and how these differences 

influence the college choice process. 

 Early models of college choice often focused on independent characteristics or 

used linear processes to describe how students eventually made a decision about 

pursuing postsecondary education.  Additionally, these models did not consider the 

diverse set of students that is currently aspiring to and attending postsecondary 

institutions today.  Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of college choice 

recognized these weaknesses and combined both sociological and economical 

approaches in one model.  Additionally, Perna’s (2006) model incorporates four layers 

of context that influence students’ college choice process and allows students from 
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diverse backgrounds to be examined.  Penra’s (2006) model was selected to examine 

first-generation students’ degree aspirations because it allows the study to investigate 

potential influences, such as parental involvement.  Additional research on the 

influences on first-generation students’ degree aspirations will assist in developing 

policies and programs that will benefit first-generation students as they overcome a 

variety of obstacles during the development of their college choice process. 
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Figure 2-1.  Perna’s proposed conceptual model of college choice 
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Figure 2-2.  Modified Perna’s proposed conceptual model of college choice 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research methodology utilized in this 

study investigating the role of parental involvement on first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations.  This chapter will revisit the purpose and research questions directing this 

study.  Following the purpose and research questions, this chapter includes a 

discussion of the data source and sample. The next section will describe the dependent 

and independent variables used in this study and as necessary operationally defined.  

Following the discussion of the independent and dependent variables is an overview of 

the use of secondary datasets in research studies.  Next, the statistical method 

employed to analyze the independent and dependent variables will be described. 

Finally, this chapter will conclude with a discussion of the limitations of this study. 

 This study employs Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of college choice, 

which describes a variety of the factors that influence students’ college choice 

decisions.  This study will focus specifically on degree aspirations within the college 

choice process.  In particular, this model addresses (1) individual habitus, (2) school 

and community context, (3) higher education context, and (4) social, economic, and 

policy context.  Perna’s (2006) model developed as a result of recognizing that previous 

models were not comprehensive enough to address the changing profile of students 

entering postsecondary education today.  While it would be ideal to address all four 

layers of Perna’s proposed conceptual model, this study will only focus on the first two 

layers: individual habitus and school/community context.  This decision was made 

based on the data available and the focus of the research questions.   
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 The primary aim of this study is to investigate the role of parental involvement on 

the degree aspirations of ninth grade first-generation students, specifically focused on 

the type of degree first-generation students aspire to earn. There was one primary 

question guiding this empirical study:   

What is the relationship between parental/guardian involvement and ninth grade 

first-generation students’ degree aspirations upon completion of their high school 

education? 

Additionally, there was one sub-question related to this primary research question:  

 What is the relationship between parental involvement and ninth grade first-

generation students’ perceived ability in completing a bachelor’s degree upon 

completion of their high school education?   

Proposed Hypotheses 

Based upon the research questions guiding this study, as well as the literature 

relevant to first-generation students’ degree aspirations, the following hypotheses are 

proposed: 

 First-generation students with lower levels of parental involvement are more likely 
to have lower degree aspirations than first-generations students with high levels of 
parental involvement (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; L. Perna, 2006).     

 First-generation students with lower levels of parental involvement are less likely 
to be confident in completing a bachelor’s degree than first-generation students 
with high levels of parental involvement (Choy, et al., 2000; L. Perna & Titus, 
2005; Rowan-Kenyon, et al., 2008).   

 There are significant differences in first-generation students’ aspirations between 
different demographic characteristics (Bell, et al., 2009; Engle & Tinto, 2008; 
Ingels & Dalton, 2008; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; Phinney, et al., 2005).   
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Data Source 

The data analyzed for this study were derived from the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09).  When 

this study was conducted, HSLS:09 offered the most robust and recent national-level 

data relevant to ninth grade first-generation students’ postsecondary degree aspirations.  

Starting with the National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 

(NLS:72), the NCES began investigating the transition of individuals from their high 

school experiences to their postsecondary experiences, as well as their post-collegiate 

experiences.  The intention of these studies was to gather information about potential 

factors, such as family, social, and cultural, that may influence the development of 

students at different stages.  HSLS:09, which was the fifth installment, was administered 

during the 2009-2010 school year to ninth grade students located in both private and 

public high schools that had both a ninth grade and eleventh grade to ensure that a 

follow up could occur.  The first follow up survey will take place in spring 2012 with a 

subsequent follow up in the summer of 2013.  The survey is administered to students, 

students’ parents, principals, mathematics and science teachers, and the lead 

counselor at students’ respective high schools.  The intention of the HSLS:09 was to 

explore the transition plans of students from secondary to postsecondary education and 

the educational and social factors that influence these plans (Ingels et al., 2011).      

 I selected the HSLS:09 dataset as the data source for a variety of reasons.  First, 

this study is focused on the degree aspirations of ninth grade first-generation students 

from the student perspective but also addresses the role of parental involvement.  The 

HSLS:09 was administered to numerous individuals, such as parents and counselors, 

but most importantly to students.  Secondly, a key factor investigated in this study is the 
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influence of parent involvement on these aspirations.  Survey questions in the parent 

survey allowed parental involvement to be examined, which is not always a possibility in 

other surveys only gathering information from the student perspective.  More 

specifically, HSLS:09 provided the most relevant set of variables to investigate parental 

involvement in degree aspirations.  Finally, the HSLS:09 utilized a nationally 

representative sample allowing for the study to address the research questions in a 

timely and cost effective manner.  Collectively, these reasons supported the use of the 

HSLS:09 to investigate the research questions posed for this study.   

 Ninth grade students attending all types of high schools were targeted for 

HSLS:09.  These high schools included public charter schools, regular public schools, 

and private schools in the District of Columbia and the 50 states of the United States 

that provided instruction to students in both the ninth and eleventh grades (Ingels, et al., 

2011).  NCES sampled 1,889 eligible schools and 944 of these schools participated in 

the base-year study from the original 27,293 eligible schools identified in the sampling 

frame.  From these participating schools, 26,305 students were randomly selected to 

complete the survey with a final eligible sample of 25,206 students.  The target 

population for students included all ninth grade students who attended study-eligible 

schools in the 2009 fall time period.  The sampling frame of students was 4,197,724 

(Ingels, et al., 2011).   

 While the HSLS:09 dataset was available through a public access system, 

named the Data Analysis System (Hahs-Vaughn, 2007), I felt that the restricted use 

dataset was more robust and a better fit for the study.  In particular, the public access 

dataset often limits the number of variables available to the user (Hahs-Vaughn, 2007), 
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which would have influenced the analysis of this study.  Additionally, using the restricted 

dataset for HSLS:09 would allow me to manipulate variables at a more complex level 

and conduct more advanced analysis (Hahs-Vaughn, 2007).  As a result, I applied for 

the HSLS:09 restricted data license through NCES in July 2011 and received the 

restricted data file in December 2011. 

Sampling Design 

Most national datasets, such as HSLS:09, do not collect data through simple 

random sampling but rather through more complex sampling methods including cluster 

sampling, stratified sampling, or multistage sampling.  In addition, many national 

datasets generate oversampling which may cause problems during the statistical 

analysis stage of the study (Hahs-Vaughn, 2005; Hahs-Vaughn, McWayne, Bulotsky-

Shearer, Wen, & Faria, 2011).  This oversampling is necessary, though, to ensure that 

particular individuals are sufficiently represented and included in the statistical analysis 

(Thomas & Heck, 2001).  Reviewing the sampling design for the HSLS:09 is critical in 

order to accurately analyze the data and produce results.   

 The sample for HSLS:09 was collected using a stratified, two-stage random 

sample design (Ingels, et al., 2011).  During the first stage, the primary sampling units 

were defined as schools and there were 27,293 eligible schools included in the 

sampling frame.  In this first stage, HSLS:09 used a stratified probability proportional to 

size (PPS) sample of schools (Ingels, et al., 2011).  The sampling frame for this first 

stage was developed from two NCES files.  The first file, 2005-06 Common Core of 

Data, provided the regular public and charter schools and the second file, 2005-06 

Private School Universe Survey, provided the private schools.  A total of 1,973 schools 

were sampled for the HSLS:09 with 944 schools electing to participate.   
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The second stage of the sampling design was focused on randomly selecting 

students from the sampled schools and also creating precise education estimates for 

eligible students within the four race/ethnicity strata (Hispanic, non-Hispanic (NH) Asian, 

NH Black, and NH Other) (Ingels, et al., 2011).  School administrators at eligible schools 

allowed the collection of student questionnaires, which resulted in 21,444 eligible 

students completing the base-year survey.  The average number of surveys completed 

at public schools was 28.3, while at private it was 26.1.  Students were randomly 

selected from enrollment lists that were created based on criteria relevant to HSLS:09 

and the survey was subsequently administered in-school to students using computers.  

Additional information about the sampling design is available in the HSLS:09 base-year 

data file documentation (Ingels, et al., 2011).   

Data Sample 

The sample used for this study only contained first-generation students who were 

enrolled as ninth-grade students at eligible schools during the 2009-10 school year 

(n=7018).  A new variable called FIRSTGEN was developed that combined both 

variables in the original dataset that asked for parent/guardian one and parent/guardian 

two’s highest levels of education (respectively called X1PAR1EDU and X1PAR2EDU).  

For this study, it was determined that first-generation students would be defined as 

students where neither parent earned an associate’s degree or above which was similar 

to previous studies (Ishitani, 2003).  Additionally, I felt this was the clearest way to 

discern students who may have gained advantages from parents who had earned an 

associate’s degree or higher.  This sample was selected because I was focused on 

studying first-generation students and the within group differences in this population.  As 
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a result, the non-first generation students in the sampling frame were omitted from the 

study’s final sample.   

 Descriptive statistics were conducted after applying the HSLS:09 survey weight 

variable named W1STUDENT.  These resulted were representative at a national level 

indicating that the sample used represents 1,477,214 first-generation students with 

neither parent earning an associate’s degree or above.  A normalized weight was used 

in this study to minimize the oversampling that occurs in the survey design (Hahs-

Vaughn, 2005; Thomas & Heck, 2001).   

The following tables highlight key demographic variables relevant to this study.  As 

represented in Table 3-1, minimal difference exists in the percentage of first-generation 

male (50.7%) students enrolled in ninth grade during the 2009-2010 school year in 

comparison to first-generation female (49.3%) students enrolled.  In regards to 

race/ethnicity, Table 3-2 depicts that the largest group of first-generation students was 

White (42.6%) followed next by Hispanic (31.2%).  The four remaining race/ethnicity 

groups were smaller and included Black/African American (15.1%), Multi-racial (7.4%), 

Asian/Native Hawaiian (2.5%), and American Indian (1.1%).  

 Table 3-3 displays information about the native language of students in the 

sample.  The original variable was re-coded to put native language into two groups:  

English and non-English.  As Table 3-3 indicates, the majority (76.4%) of first-

generation students in the ninth grade during the 2009-2010 academic year reported 

their native language was English while approximately one quarter (23.6%) of students 

indicated English was not their native language.   
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 Another relevant key demographic variable for this study was the estimated 

income level of the family during 2008.  HSLS:09 originally provided 13 different income 

groups but I re-coded this variable to include four different income groups based on the 

distribution of frequencies. The largest group (52.4%) indicated that their total income 

during 2008 was less than $35,000.  The next largest group (20.8%) represented an 

individual with a family income between $35,001 and $55,000.  The last two groups 

represented slightly higher income groups with 13.8% indicating total family income 

between $55,001 and $75,000 and 13.0% indicating family income of $75,001 or more.  

Income groups are reflected in Table 3-4 and display a trend that larger income groups 

have smaller numbers of first-generation students included. 

Dependent Variables 

Two dependent variables were used in this study to examine (a) first-generation 

students’ perceived ability to complete a bachelor’s degree after leaving high school and 

(b) first-generation students’ degree aspirations.  The first dependent variable was 

recoded to address whether first-generation students’ were confident they had the 

ability to complete a bachelor’s degree after leaving high school:  Definitely or Not 

certain.  The second dependent variable was recoded to represent three degree options 

for first-generation students:  unknown; high school level; associate’s degree or higher.  

Table 3-5 explains these two dependent variables.   

The first dependent variable focused on whether first-generation students 

perceived they had the ability to complete a bachelor’s degree once they finished their 

high school education.  The variable named S1ABILITYBA asked students if they think 

they have the ability complete a bachelor’s degree and students could answer with (a) 

definitely not, (b) probably not, (c) probably, and (d) definitely.  I recoded this variable 
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into two options, Definitely or Not certain, to ascertain which students were very 

confident they could complete a bachelor’s degree.  Table 3-6 provides frequencies for 

this dependent variable and highlights that 40% of first-generation ninth grade students 

in 2009-2010 definitely believe they have the ability complete a bachelor’s degree after 

they finish high school.  This dependent variable was used to answer the sub-question 

presented earlier in this chapter.   

The HSLS:09 variable named X1EDUEXPECT was used to address the primary 

research question directing this study.  This question originally asked students how far 

in school they thought they would get: (a) less than high school, (b) high school diploma 

or GED, (c) start but not complete an associate’s degree, (d) complete an associate’s 

degree, (e) start but not complete a bachelor’s degree, (f) complete a bachelor’s 

degree, (g) start but not complete a master’s degree, (h) complete a master’s degree, (i) 

start but not complete a Ph.D., M.D., law degree, or other high level professional 

degree, (j) complete a Ph.D., M.D., law degree, or other high level professional degree, 

or (k) don’t know.  For the purposes of this study, this variable was recoded into a 

multinomial categorical variable that divided the responses into three areas based on 

the whether students foresaw themselves pursuing college or not.  The three areas 

were (a) unknown, (b) high school level, (c) associate’s degree or higher.  Table 3-7 

provides frequencies for this variable and indicates that approximately 22.8% of first-

generation ninth grade students are not sure what type of degree, if any, they would like 

to pursue, while 19.1% are considering earning at most a high school degree.   

 Independent Variables 

Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of college choice was used to select 

the independent variables included in this study.  Using Perna’s proposed conceptual 
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model allowed me to organize the independent variables based on the layers of the 

model.  Table 3-8 summarizes the independent variables used in this study. 

As previously discussed in Chapter two, Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual 

model of college choice with a minor modification is the theoretical framework guiding 

this study.  Figure 3-1 represents how the independent variables used in this study 

developed from the layers of Perna’s model.  The extant literature on first-generation 

students’ college choice process provides the rationale for choosing the selected 

independent variables in this study.  The following sections will provide more concrete 

information and operationally define them within the context of the theoretical framework 

used in this study.  To conduct the necessary analyses for this study, many of the 

independent variables were recoded into dummy variables and for these variables the 

reference group is indicated in parentheses.   

Layer One:  Individual Habitus 

The most prominent layer addressed in this study is layer one: individual habitus.  

In addition to recognizing that first-generation students’ degree aspirations are 

influenced by their parents’ education levels, this particular layer addresses a variety of 

other key characteristics.  The variables addressed in this layer are assumed to 

influence students’ degree aspirations and the following sections more specifically 

describe the specific variables that developed from layer one of the proposed 

conceptual model.   

Demographic characteristics 

Previous studies have investigated and highlighted how gender and race/ethnicity 

influence students’ college choice process.  There has been a heightened focus on 

gender differences in the past decade as women now enter postsecondary institutions 
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and graduate at a higher rate than their male counterparts (King, 2000, 2006).  

Specifically, between 1980 and 2001, women earned 60% of associate’s degrees and 

57% of bachelor’s degrees (Peter, Horn, & Carroll, 2005).  The gender gap continues to 

be evident for every racial group but is especially prevalent among low-income students 

and students of color (King, 2006).  Despite these disparities in enrollment numbers, 

differences in postsecondary expectations and aspirations based on gender are not 

always found in research (Blackhurst & Auger, 2008).  Therefore, the HSLS:09 variable 

‘gender’ was analyzed to compare aspirations between male (reference group) and 

female 2009-2010 first-generation ninth grade students.   

 Past research has suggested that race/ethnicity influences a student’s degree 

aspirations and eventual enrollments in postsecondary education.  In particular, smaller 

percentages of Black and Hispanic students eventually enroll in postsecondary 

institutions than their White peers (L. Perna, 2006).  The group that continues to exhibit 

the largest struggle in gaining access to postsecondary education is Hispanic students 

(Hurtado, et al., 1997).  I used the HSLS:09 variable ‘race/ethnicity’ to investigate the 

degree aspiration differences among the five racial/ethnic groups: White (reference 

group), Black/African American, Hispanic, Multi-racial, Asian/Native Hawaiian, and 

American Indian.  

Cultural capital 

Cultural capital is an influential aspect in determining the college aspirations of 

first-generation students that warrants further investigation in this study (Pascarella, et 

al., 2004; Terenzini, et al., 1996).  A variety of barriers influence first-generation 

students’ cultural capital, but one of the primary barriers is their language background.  

In particular, in comparison to their peers, first-generation students are more likely to 
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come from a home where English is not the primary language (Bui, 2002).  To address 

the cultural capital as depicted in Perna’s (2006) model, I selected the HSLS:09 variable 

labeled ‘native language,’ which asked students about whether English was the primary 

language spoken in their home.  It was recoded as a dichotomous variable with the 

options English (reference) and non-English.    

Another aspect related to cultural capital is information regarding college.  

Students with limited information on postsecondary institutions are less likely to attend 

them (Bell, et al., 2009), so first-generation students must seek out other individuals for 

information.  Namely, first-generation students must pursue the assistance of their 

counselors (Horn & Nunez, 2000; Saenz, et al., 2007) and peers (L. Perna & Titus, 

2005) regarding the college choice process.  The second variable connected to cultural 

capital asked first-generation students if they discussed going to college with other 

individuals.  Students were able to answer a variety of questions about individuals (i.e., 

mother, father, friends, teacher, counselor) they spoke to about going to college.  I first 

combined the mother and father survey questions into one variable to reflect whether a 

child spoke with at least one of his/her parents about college.  Next, I created a 

composite score reflecting the number of individuals a student spoke to about college 

with the highest number being four and the lowest being zero.  I dummy coded this 

composite score defining the reference group as a student who spoke with all available 

individuals and labeled this group as ‘high discussions.’  Students were included in the 

‘moderate discussion’ group if they spoke to one to three individuals.  The last group 

labeled ‘no discussion’ identified individuals who did not speak to anyone about college.  
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Social capital 

First-generation students often lack the social capital many of their peers 

experience because their parents do not have first-hand experience of the college 

choice process and postsecondary institutions (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  To address 

the role of parents in the college choice process, I included relevant survey questions in 

this section.  The most basic question related to parental involvement that was included 

in this study was total family income.  Typically, first-generation students come from 

homes with lower incomes than their peers (Pascarella, et al., 2004; Terenzini, et al., 

1996).  The HSLS:09 included a family income variable named ‘total family income’ and 

asked parents to list their total family income from the previous year.  I recoded this 

variable from the original 13 options to four options:  $35,000 or less (low), $35,001-

$55,000 (medium-low), $55,001-$75,000 (medium-high), or $75,001 or greater (high). 

This variable was dummy coded with the high-income group acting as the reference.  

The HSLS:09 survey asked parents a variety of questions about their involvement 

with their child’s school.  Namely, it asked parents if they attended a general school 

meeting, attended a parent-teacher organization meeting, attended a scheduled parent-

teacher conference, attended a class event, served as a volunteer, or met with the 

school counselor.  I combined these six questions to create a composite score ranging 

from zero to six.  This variable was labeled ‘parental involvement’ and was dummy 

coded to reflect very involved parents as the reference group who answered yes to at 

least four of the previous questions.  The other two groups included parents who were 

moderately involved (composite score ranged from one to three) and parents who were 

not involved (composite score was zero).  
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One additional independent variable was included in this study to examine the role 

of parents in first-generation students’ degree aspirations.  This final variable related to 

parents asked parents if they received information about the academic requirements for 

higher education in the variable labeled ‘postsecondary admission requirements 

information.’  Parents could reply with yes (reference) or no. 

Layer Two:  School and Community Context  

The last variables investigated in this study relates to Perna’s layer two focused on 

school and community context.  The HSLS:09 provided information about each 

student’s respective high school since counselors were also asked to fill out a survey.  

The primary survey question in this layer addressed the urbanicity of the high school a 

student attended and was labeled ‘high school urbanicity.’  This variable was relevant 

since school locale may influence students’ degree aspirations (Hamrick & Stage, 2004; 

Saenz, et al., 2007).  I dummy coded the variables to include suburb (reference), city, 

and rural.  The survey originally broke rural schools into both rural and town but I 

combined these two groups to represent rural schools.  I also considered including free 

lunch percentage as an indicator of socioeconomic status of the school, but recent 

research suggested that the inclusion of a high school’s urbanicity is a better option 

(Harwell & LeBeau, 2010).  

 The second variable representing layer two addresses whether or not a high 

school has a counselor focused on college readiness.  First-generation students often 

seek the advice of their high school counselor throughout the college choice process 

(Horn & Nunez, 2000; Saenz, et al., 2007); however, schools populated with first-

generation students may be underfunded resulting in counselors focusing their time on 

issues not related to college guidance (McDonough, 1997).  To determine if a student’s 
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high school has a counselor focused on the college choice process, I selected the 

HSLS:09 survey question that asked counselors if their high school had a counselor 

whose focus was college readiness.  I dummy coded the variable to include yes 

(reference) and no.   

 The final variable for layer two represented the curriculum of the student’s high 

school.  First-generation students often attend schools that have limited course offerings 

and a less rigorous curriculum (Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Warburton, et al., 2001), which 

may influence their college choice process.  To investigate the high school curriculum, I 

selected the HSLS:09 variable that asked counselors if their school offered advanced 

placement courses.  The selected variable was dummy coded with yes acting as the 

reference group and the comparison group no.   

Cross tabulations of Selected Independent Variables  

In addition to reviewing the basic descriptive statistics of relevant sample 

characteristics, examining the cross tabulations of some of the key independent 

variables highlights additional characteristics of the student sample.  The key 

independent variables included in this cross tabulations were chosen because of their 

relevance to the research questions.  The first cross tabulation addresses the 

frequencies of parent involvement and family income characteristics.  Reviewing Table 

3-9 suggests that ninth grade first-generation students from low-income families are 

more likely to have parents not involved, while students from high-income families are 

more likely to have parents that are involved.   

 Another relevant examination compared the family income against race/ethnicity.  

A quick review of Table 3-10 highlights that both White and Multi-racial students had a 

much larger percentage of students in the high-income and medium-high income 
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groups than their peers for within the race/ethnicity groups.  Other student groups, 

namely American Indian, Asian/Native Hawaiian, Black/African American, and Hispanic, 

were more likely included in the low-income group than their Multi-racial and White 

peers.  Based on Table 3-10 it appears that first-generation students from race/ethnicity 

groups considered disadvantaged also typically are from low-income groups.   

 Reviewing the differences between parental involvement and race/ethnicity is key 

because it is critical to recognize that there are differences within the first-generation 

student population.  Namely, while most racial/ethnic groups fall into the moderately 

involved category, the Asian/Native Hawaiian population was higher than their peers in 

the not involved category at 17.2% and lower than their peers in the very involved 

category at 13.9%.  Overall, students from Black/African American backgrounds had the 

most involved parents at 38.9%.  See Table 3-11 for more detailed information.  

Methodological Considerations  

It is important to recognize that there are certain methodological considerations, 

which must be addressed that are relevant to this particular study.  Fully understanding 

these challenges is imperative in order to limit any data analysis errors and to provide 

the strongest possible results.  For this particular study, the primary methodological 

concern was the issue of using a secondary dataset.  I gathered the information to 

answer the research questions from the HSLS:09 and while it did match the research 

questions, it was not collected specifically for this study.  Further investigation into 

potential problems with analyzing secondary datasets is necessary. 

 Secondary datasets have started to become more popular in higher education 

research in recent years (Thomas & Heck, 2001) due to the large number available and 

the opportunity to use a robust dataset inexpensively (Strayhorn, 2009).  Despite the 
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benefits of using secondary datasets, a variety of disadvantages are inherent in using 

them (L. Perna & Titus, 2005; Thomas & Heck, 2001).  The first disadvantage is a direct 

result of the method of data collection (Thomas & Heck, 2001).  Specifically, the 

sampling method in these large, national datasets is typically a complex method, which 

often causes oversampling of particular characteristics (Hahs-Vaughn, 2007; Hahs-

Vaughn, et al., 2011; Strayhorn, 2009).   

 A second concern with analyzing secondary datasets using complex survey 

methods is homogeneity that may result from using these non-simple random samples 

(Hahs-Vaughn, et al., 2011).  Lacking this homogeneity may result in incorrect standard 

errors also causing Type I errors.  To address the non-independence issue causing 

homogeneity, it is helpful to also consider using a normalized weight and specialized 

software (Hahs-Vaughn, et al., 2011; Thomas & Heck, 2001).  I opted to use a 

normalized weight from the weight provided by the HSLS:09 dataset since the sample 

only included first-generation students and not the entire student population. 

In addition to the previously aforementioned concerns, another concern is that the 

complex method of sampling causes problems with standard errors.  To accommodate 

this concern, a design effect is typically utilized that allows more accurate standard 

errors to be reported (Hahs-Vaughn, 2005).  A design-based approach is appropriate in 

this model since I am focusing on one level of the dataset and treating the sample as 

one group (Thomas & Heck, 2001).  For the analysis of this study, I used a modification 

available in the analysis software used in this study called Complex Samples.   

Analytical Methods 

Quantitative methods will be used to address the research questions posed for this 

study.  Data analysis will be conducted in two phases:  preliminary and advanced.  The 
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initial descriptive findings of these analyses were presented in this chapter in 

conjunction with the sample presentation.  Additional preliminary analyses and more 

advanced analyses will be presented in the following chapter.   

 The preliminary data analysis presented in this chapter highlighted key 

descriptive statistics and frequencies between relevant independent variables.  

Descriptive statistics were also conducted on the two selected dependent variables to 

determine the frequencies of the particular types of degree aspirations and perceived 

confidence in the ability to complete a bachelor’s degree after completing high school.  

Conducting these basic descriptive statistics provided insights into what types of 

degrees 2009-2010 first-generation students were considering, as well as whether or 

not they were confident they could complete a bachelor’s degree after finishing high 

school.   

The additional preliminary analyses presented in the next chapter will focus on 

cross tabulations using chi-squares between select independent variables and the two 

dependent variables.  Chi-square tests are some of the most common statistical 

analyses in social science research (Franke, Ho, & Christie, 2011) but researchers must 

be careful to appropriately interpret the results.  This study will present chi-square 

analyses in chapter four to examine potential differences between the two dependent 

variables and select independent variables.  These findings will demonstrate whether 

further analyses are necessary. 

 Chi-square tests are typically utilized to examine independence across two 

categorical variables (Field, 2009; Franke, et al., 2011), but can also be used to 

examine the goodness of fit for a particular sample in relation to the distribution of a 
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known population (Franke, et al., 2011).  Additionally, the chi-square tests of 

homogeneity would assess whether two or more independent samples differ in their 

distributions on a single variable of interest (Franke, et al., 2011).  The chi-squares 

presented in the beginning of chapter four will determine whether the particular groups 

in the dependent variables differ based on selected independent variables.   

 Advanced data analysis included two multivariate logistic regression models, 

which allowed both of the research questions to be addressed.  The primary research 

question investigated potential factors that influenced first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations in postsecondary institutions (i.e. unknown, high school, associate’s degree 

or above), which was a multinomial categorical variable.  The use of the second 

dependent variable allows this question to be sufficiently answered using a multinomial 

logistic regression (Agresti, 2002).   

Before conducing either of the logistic regression models, though, the dataset 

needed to have a design method applied to it in order to account for the complex 

sample issues, such as biased parameter estimates.  I decided to specifically use the 

Taylor series approximation, which applies a weight to account for potentially unequal 

selection probability and also incorporates strata and cluster variables (Hahs-Vaughn, et 

al., 2011).  The Taylor series approximation allows consistent variance estimates for 

nonlinear statistics to be gathered when complex surveys are used in studies (Williams, 

2000).  Specifically, the Taylor series approximation converts a ratio into an 

approximation that does not use ratio; however, it uses a function of sums of sample 

values.  The Taylor series approximation is one of the most common methods to 

estimate sample variances when complex sample designs are involved (Groves et al., 
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2009).  In order to accurately apply the Taylor series approximation, I used the SPSS 20 

add-on called “Complex Samples” which allows datasets to be appropriately analyzed 

taking into consideration if they were stratified or clustered sampling (Hahs-Vaughn, et 

al., 2011; IBM, 2011).   

The sub-research question used a dichotomous categorical variable since it 

sought to identify the factors that influenced students’ perceptions in their ability to 

complete a bachelor’s degree.  The first dependent variable was created to 

appropriately answer this question and was answered using a binary logistic regression 

(Long, 1997).  As a result of having multinomial and dichotomous categorical dependent 

variables and multiple independent variables, the most appropriate statistical technique 

was logistic regression.  It is recommended to use logistic regression in studies where 

the outcome variable is categorical and the independent variables are categorical or 

continuous (Agresti, 2002; Peng, Lee, & Ingersoll, 2002).   

 The independent variables used in this study were organized into four blocks and 

added to the baseline model to be regressed against each of the dependent variables 

(Table 3-12).  Using this blocked entry method allowed me to group the selected 

independent variables based upon the selected theoretical framework used in this 

study.  Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of student college choice allows the 

independent variables to be grouped by the layers and the contexts influencing first-

generation students.  The theoretical model used for this study with a binary dependent 

variable relies on the following assumptions starting with Equation3.1 for a binary 

logistic regression: 

                                                       (    |  )                                                                    (3.1) 
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I developed an odds ratio equation to examine the odds ratio between two given events. 

That is, the odds of a student being certain that they will complete a bachelor’s degree 

to a student being certain that they will not complete a bachelor’s degree. For this 

equation, I included the logit model to illustrate this odds ratio into a function that ranges 

from -∞ to ∞ as presented in Equation 3.2. 

                                                    (    |  )   
   (  )

     (  )
                                                            (3.2) 

 
For this study, I applied the binary outcome regression model for this multivariate 

regression equation as presented in Equation 3.3 
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For the next model, I used a multinomial outcome variable for three potential outcomes. 

That is, a student can aspire to finish high school, complete a college degree, or not be 

sure about plans. In this instance, these three options are not equivalent and thus may 

be influenced by particular predictor variables. Therefore, I assumed that the 

probabilities of the outcomes are reflected in the following Equation 3.4. 

 

  (                            )      
 

                                                      (                     )                                                              (3.4) 
 

  (                       )          
 
For this study, I applied the multinomial outcome regression model for this multivariate 

regression Equation 3.5. 
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Regression Diagnostics 

In order to determine the appropriateness of the regression models used in this 

study, regression diagnostics were performed.  When running the regression models for 

each respective dependent variable, a goodness of fit test was included to determine 

how well the model fit with the inclusion of the relevant dependent variables and 

independent variables.  For the first dependent variable, the model was found 

statistically significant (                       ).  The second dependent 

variable was also found statistically significant                        )   These 

findings indicate that the models used in this study were appropriate for the selected 

variables of interest.  Prior to running the full models, I determined the appropriate 

regression assumptions were met and removed any variables that had large missing 

data.   

Limitations of Study 

The primary limitation of this study was related to the self-reported nature of many 

of the variables used during data analysis.  These self-reported variables, both from 

students and parents, may cause bias in statistical analysis because individuals may 

not always recall accurate estimates or they may answer based on what they think is 

expected.  In addition to being self-reported, the survey was administered to students 
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during the fall of their ninth grade year.  Ninth grade students may be adjusting to new 

high schools and the idea of college may not be a priority or a focus, so surveying them 

at this age about degree aspirations might be too early in their college choice process. 

Interpreting the variables that are self-reported must be done so under a nuanced 

perspective and understanding that these items were indeed self-reported. 

 Another limitation of this study is that like most NCES datasets, HSLS:09 is a 

cross sectional dataset and not longitudinal.  As a result of using a cross sectional 

dataset, I could not compare trends over time or if aspirations changed as students got 

closer to time that would actually go to college.  The findings for this study then are only 

representative of ninth grade first-generation students during the 2009-2010 academic 

year. 

 As previously stated, using secondary data limited the application of the variables 

to the selected theoretical framework.  While the selected HSLS:09 survey questions 

were sufficient to answer the research questions posed in this study, the selected 

questions needed to be carefully chosen and modified to appropriately answer the 

research questions.  In addition, the use of secondary data limited the applicable layers 

of Perna’s (2006) conceptual model.  For the purposes of this study and as a result of 

the dataset being used only the first two layers of Perna’s model will be addressed in 

the findings.  Although the HSLS:09 dataset was the most robust and current dataset 

available at the time of this study, it was not a perfect match since the survey questions 

were not composed specifically for the research questions for this study or the 

theoretical framework utilized. 
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Another limitation related to the use of this particular dataset was the issue of 

missing data.  In particular, certain variables were omitted from the final model due to 

having a high number of missing data.  This study employed listwise deletion, which 

deletes cases that have any missing values from the analysis (Schlomer, Bauman, & 

Card, 2010).  This method was the default method in the statistical software used for 

this study and recommend for the complex samples methodology.  Listwise deletion is 

still considered a viable solution for missing data, especially when the percentage of 

missing cases is kept minimal (Graham, 2009).  Despite using listwise deletion, this 

study needed to exclude variables due to missing data.  Additionally, it should be noted 

that the chi-squares used weights to account for sampling and non-response bias, but 

did not account for clustering effects. 

Finally, this survey was conducted in the fall of 2009 which was when the United 

States was in the midst of a recession.  This recession may have influenced students’ 

decisions to pursue postsecondary education and what type of degree was important to 

earn.  All the findings of this study must be interpreted within the context of the time at 

which this survey was administered.  If this survey would have been administered prior 

to the recession, students’ degree aspirations may have differed.   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of the methodology that will be utilized to guide 

this study and answer the selected research questions.  The purpose of this study is to 

examine the role of parental involvement on the degree aspirations of first-generation 

students.  After presenting the research questions again, this chapter provided an 

overview of the data source and sample that will be employed to make conclusions 

about these research questions.  An overview of the independent and dependent 



 

88 

variables within the context of the theoretical framework was presented and the chapter 

concluded with an explanation of the analytic methods to be used and potential 

limitations of this study.   
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Table 3-1.  Frequency of gender (n=7018) 
 Gender 

 Frequency Percent 
Male 3556 50.7 
Female 3462 49.3 

 
Table 3-2.  Frequency of race/ethnicity (n=7018) 
 Race/ethnicity 

 Frequency Percent 
White 2990 42.6 
Hispanic 2192 31.2 
Black/African American 1061 15.1 
Multi-racial 520 7.4 
Asian/Native Hawaiian 178 2.5 
American Indian 78 1.1 

 
Table 3-3.  Frequency of native language (n=7014) 
 Native language 

 Frequency Percent 
English 5356 76.4 
Non-English 1658 23.6 

 
Table 3-4.  Frequency of family income levels (n=7018) 
 Income range 

 Frequency Percent 
Less than or equal to $35,000 3678 52.4 
Between $35,001 and $55,000 1462 20.8 
Between $55,001 and $75,000 965 13.8 
Greater than $75,000  913 13.0 

 
Table 3-5.  Summary of dependent variables 
 HSLS:09 Source 

Variable 
Variable Type Scale  

Confidence in 
perceived ability to 
complete a 
bachelor’s degree 

S1ABILITYBA Dichotomous dummy Recoded: 
Definitely, Not 
certain 

    
Students’ Degree 
Aspirations 

X1STUEDEXPCT Categorical dummy Recoded: 
unknown; high 
school level; 
college level 
(associate’s or 
higher) 

 
Table 3-6.  Frequency of student’s perceived ability in completing a BA (n=6724) 
 Confidence in completing bachelor’s degree 

 Frequency Percent 
Definitely 2690 40.0 
Not certain 4034 60.0 
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Table 3-7.  Frequency of students’ aspirations (n=6935) 
 Students’ degree aspirations 

 Frequency Percent 
Unknown 1578 22.8 
High school level 1325 19.1 
Associate’s degree or higher 4031 58.1 

 
Table 3-8.  Summary of independent variables and indices 

Items Variable Type Scale 

Layer 
Corresponding 

to Perna’s 
Model 

Gender 
Dichotomous 
dummy 

Male (reference), Female 1 

Race/ethnicity 
Categorical 
dummy 

White (reference), 
Black/African American, 
Hispanic/Latino, Multi-
racial, Asian, Indian 

1 

English as a primary 
language 

Dichotomous 
dummy 

Recoded:  English 
(reference), non-English 

1 

Student talked to 
individuals about 
college 

Categorical 
dummy 

High discussions 
(reference), moderate 
discussions, no discussion 

1 

Total family income 
Categorical 
dummy 

Recoded: $35,000 or less 
(low), $35,000-$55,000 
(medium), $55,000-
$75,000 (Medium-high), 
$75,000 or greater (high) 
(Reference) 

1 

Parent involvement 
Categorical 
dummy 

Very involved (reference), 
moderately involved, not 
involved 

1 

Parents received 
information about 
academic 
requirements for 
higher education 

Dichotomous 
dummy 

Yes (reference), no 1 

High school urbanicity  
Categorical 
dummy 

Suburb (reference), city, 
rural  

2 

High school had 
counselor focused on 
college readiness 

Dichotomous 
dummy 

Yes (reference), no 2 

High school offered 
AP courses 

Dichotomous 
dummy 

Yes (reference), no 
2 
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Table 3-9.  Cross tabulations of family income and parent involvement 
  Not Involved Moderately 

Involved 
Very 

Involved 

Low Income 

Frequency 411 1865 957 
% within 
Income 

12.7 57.7 29.6 

% within Parent 
Involvement 

66.7 51.3 48.7 

     

Medium-low 
Income 

Frequency 103 812 393 
% within 
Income 

7.9 62.1 30.0 

% within Parent 
Involvement 

16.7 22.3 20.0 

     

Medium-high 
Income 

Frequency 47 515 305 
% within 
Income 

5.4 59.4 35.2 

% within Parent 
Involvement 

7.6 14.2 15.5 

     

High Income 

Frequency 55 445 311 
% within 
Income 

6.8 54.9 38.3 

% within Parent 
Involvement 

8.9 12.2 15.8 
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Table 3-10.  Cross tabulations of family income and race/ethnicity   
  American 

Indian 
Asian 

/Native 
Hawaiian 

Black 
/African 

American 

Hispanic Multi-
Racial 

White 

Low 
Income 

Frequency 55 107 799 1378 230 1109 
% within 
Income 

1.5 2.9 21.7 37.5 6.3 30.2 

% within 
Race/ethnicity  

70.5 60.5 75.4 62.9 44.1 37.1 

        

Medium-
low 
Income 

Frequency 14 25 132 486 122 682 
% within 
Income 

1.0 1.7 9.0 33.3 8.4 46.7 

% within 
Race/ethnicity 

17.9 14.1 12.5 22.2 23.4 22.8 

        

Medium-
high 
Income 

Frequency 6 30 89 178 90 573 
% within 
Income 

0.6 3.1 9.2 18.4 9.3 59.3 

% within 
Race/ethnicity 

7.7 16.9 8.4 8.1 17.3 19.2 

        

High 
Income 

Frequency 3 15 40 150 79 626 
% within 
Income 

0.3 1.6 4.4 16.4 8.7 68.6 

% within 
Race/ethnicity 

3.8 8.5 3.8 6.8 15.2 20.9 
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Table 3-11.  Cross tabulations of parent involvement and Race/ethnicity 
  American 

Indian 
Asian 

/Native 
Hawaiian 

Black 
/African 

American 

Hispanic Multi-
Racial 

White 

Not Involved 

Frequency 5 26 68 266 33 216 
% within Parent 
involvement 

0.8 4.2 11.1 43.3 5.4 35.2 

% within 
Race/ethnicity 

7.9 17.2 7.7 13.4 7.3 8.1 

        

Moderately 
Involved 

Frequency 45 104 473 1164 268 1582 
% within Parent 
involvement 

1.2 2.9 13.0 32.0 7.4 43.5 

% within 
Race/ethnicity 

71.4 68.9 53.4 58.8 59.0 59.0 

        

Very Involved 

Frequency 13 21 344 550 153 884 
% within Parent 
involvement 

0.7 1.1 17.5 28.0 7.8 45.0 

% within 
Race/ethnicity  

20.6 13.9 38.9 27.8 33.7 33.0 
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Table 3-12.  Summary of multivariate logistic regression models 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Block 1 Block 2 Block 3 Block 4 

Demographic characteristics     
Gender X X X X 
Race/ethnicity  X X X X 

     
Cultural capital      

English primary language  X X X 
Student talked to individuals about college   X X X 

     
Social capital     

Family income   X X 
Parent involvement    X X 
Parent gathered information about college 
admissions 

  X X 

     

School context      

High school urbanicity    X 

Counselor focused on college readiness    X 
High school offers advanced placement courses    X 
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   Social, economic, & policy context (layer 4) 

Demographic characteristics  
Economic characteristics  

Public policy characteristics 
 
 

Higher education context (layer 3)  

Marketing and recruitment  

Location 

Institutional characteristics 

 
School and community context (layer 2) 

Availability of resources 

Types of resources 
Structural supports and barriers 

 
Habitus (layer 1) 

 
Demographic characteristics 

Gender 
Race/ethnicity 

 
 Cultural capital 

Cultural knowledge 
Value of college attainment 

 
Social capital 

Information about college 
Assistance with college processes 

 
Demand for higher education  Expected benefits 

Academic preparation  Monetary 
Academic achievement  Non-monetary  Degree 

         Aspirations 
Supply of resources  Expected costs  

 Family income  College costs  

 Financial aid   Foregone earnings 
 

 
 

 

Figure 3-1.  Modified Perna’s proposed conceptual model of college choice 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings from the data analyses that 

were conducted to investigate the primary research question and the sub research 

question guiding this study.  The preliminary findings presented in this chapter include 

results comparing the two dependent variables against select independent variables.  

Next, more advanced statistical analyses were conducted and the results of the logistic 

regression for each of the dependent variables are presented.  This chapter concludes 

with highlights of the results from the data analyses. 

Preliminary Data Analyses 

 The preliminary data analyses included several chi-square analyses to determine 

if there were any statistically significant differences between three key independent 

variables for both dependent variables.  The key independent variables selected for 

these analyses include student’s race/ethnicity, family income, and level of parental 

involvement.  The three independent variables and the dependent variables selected for 

the preliminary analyses are all categorical variables; therefore, chi-square tests were 

used to examine independence or association between the variables.  The variables for 

the chi-square test are from a single sample and therefore the test of independence is 

appropriate (Franke, et al., 2011).  As a result of using the chi-square test, results will 

indicate the expected certainty in a student completing a degree and the student’s 

degree aspirations for each level of the independent variables.  The results of the three 

chi-square tests and the frequencies are presented in the following sections.  
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Dependent Variable 1:  Certainty in Completing a Bachelor’s Degree 

The first dependent variable examined how certain ninth grade first-generation 

students were in completing a bachelor’s degree after completing their high school 

degree.  Each chi-square test will be presented along with the frequencies of the 

respected variables. 

Race/ethnicity 

 The first-chi square (Table 4-1) investigated expected outcomes between ninth 

grade first-generation students’ race/ethnicity groups related to the certainty of finishing 

a bachelor’s degree after completing a high school education.  The race/ethnicity 

groups for this study included American Indian, Asian/Native Hawaiian, Black/African 

American, Hispanic, Multi-racial, and White students.  Findings indicated that of all 

race/ethnic groups, Black/African American students had the highest percentage of 

students within their group to indicate they were certain they would complete a 

bachelor’s degree (51.1%).  Only 38.4% of White students indicated that they were 

certain they would complete a bachelor’s degree with 61.6% indicating they are not 

certain they would complete a bachelor’s degree.  These chi-square findings were 

statistically significant (             p≤.001) suggesting that differences in certainty in 

completing a bachelor’s degree between different racial/ethnic groups were not due to 

chance (Table 4-1).   

Family income 

The second chi-square (Table 4-2) analysis examined the expected outcomes 

between first-generation students’ family income (i.e. low, medium-low, medium-high, 

and high) and their certainty in completing a bachelor’s degree.  The results of this chi-

square analysis were statistically significant (             p≤.001) and suggested that 
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the higher students’ family income was the more likely they were to be certain of 

completing a bachelor’s degree. Specifically, within the group of students of ninth-grade 

first-generation from families earning $35,000 or less only 37.8% indicated that they 

would complete a bachelor’s degree. In comparison, only 45.4% of students from 

families earning $75,001 or more were certain they would complete a bachelor’s degree 

(Table 4-2). Finally, across all income groups, a majority of these ninth grade first-

generation students were not certain that they would complete a bachelor’s degree.  

Parental involvement 

 The final chi-square analysis (Table 4-3) conducted on dependent variable one 

examined parental involvement (i.e. not involved, moderately involved, and very 

involved) and was found to be statistically significant to a student’s degree of certainty 

of completing a bachelor’s degree and was not due to chance (             p≤.001).  

In particular, the results highlighted that for within involvement groups only 33.1% of 

ninth grade first-generation students whose parents were not involved indicated they 

were certain they would completed a bachelor’s degree, while the remaining 66.9% 

were not certain they would complete a bachelor’s degree.  For ninth grade first-

generation students with parents who are very involved, only 44.5 indicated they were 

certain in completing a bachelor’s degree with 55.5% indicating they were not certain 

they would complete a bachelor’s degree (Table 4-3).   

Dependent Variable 2:  Degree Aspirations 

The second set of chi-square analyses were conducted on the second dependent 

variable focused on degree aspirations and the same selected independent variables as 

used in for the previous analysis.  The following sections will present the chi-square 

results and frequencies. 
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Race/ethnicity 

The first chi-square analysis (Table 4-4) was conducted on expected outcomes 

between ninth grade first-generation students’ race/ethnicity and the probability of 

pursuing a particular degree.  The results of this chi-square analysis were statistically 

significant (              p≤.001) indicating that the differences in degree aspirations 

between different racial/ethnic groups were not due to chance.  The results (Table 4-4) 

indicated that within the Multi-racial student group approximately 65.7% were more 

likely to indicate aspirations to earn a college degree (65.7%). This group had the 

highest percentage of students compared other student groups (i.e. Black/African 

American students (61.0%) and White students (59%)).  American Indian students had 

the lowest within group percentage (39.7%) to indicate they aspired to earn an 

associate’s degree or higher.  

Family income 

The second chi-square (Table 4-5) analysis examined expected outcomes 

between ninth grade first-generation students’ family income levels and the probability 

of aspiring towards a particular degree.  This chi-square analysis provided results that 

were statistically significant (              p≤.001) indicating that differences in 

degree aspirations between income groups were not due to chance.  Within the group 

of low family income, 23.4% of these ninth grade first-generation students aspired to 

earn at most a high school degree (23.4%).  Other within group findings had smaller 

percentages of students aspiring to earn at most a high school diploma.  Ninth grade 

first-generation students who represented the high income group had 68.5% of students 

indicating a preference to earn an associate’s degree or higher.  Within the medium-low 

and medium-high groups approximately 62% and 61% respectively aspired to earn an 
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associate’s degree or higher.  Only 53.4% of Ninth grade first-generation students from 

low income families aspired to earn an associate’s degree or higher (Table 4-5).   

Parental involvement 

 The final chi-square analysis (Table 4-6) examined the expected outcomes 

between students’ parent involvement and the probability of pursuing a particular 

academic degree.  The findings of this chi-square analysis were statistically significant 

(             p≤.001) and generally indicated that the more parents were involved the 

higher level of degree students aspired to earn.  Ninth grade first-generation students 

whose parents were very involved were more likely to aspire to earn an associate’s 

degree or higher than be unsure of their future plans or only aspire for a high school 

diploma.  Specifically, 61.8% of students with very involved parents indicated a 

preference to earn an associate’s degree or higher.  For ninth grade first-generation 

students whose parents were not involved, only 55% of this group aspired to earn an 

associate’s degree or higher.  It should be noted that for students with parents who 

were moderately involved, approximately 25% of this group was not sure about their 

educational aspirations, which was the highest percentage in comparison to any other 

group (Table 4-6).  

Advanced Data Analysis 

I conducted two multivariate regression analyses to address the research 

questions guiding this study.  In this section, I will first present the results of the binary 

logistic regression that was used to examine the level of confidence in ninth grade first-

generation students to complete a bachelor’s degree.  Next, I present the multinomial 

regression model results addressing the role of parental involvement on ninth grade 

first-generation students’ degree aspirations.   
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Model One:  Students’ Confidence in Completing Bachelor’s Degree 

I conducted a binary logistic regression to address the sub-research question.  

This research question involved the first dependent variable that asked students if they 

were certain they would complete a bachelor’s degree after they finished high school.  

The overall model was found to be significant (F=7.341, 346; p≤.001) and had a 

Nagelkerke pseudo R squared of .059.  The results of the student’s bachelor’s degree 

completion model will be presented using the final block, which controlled for all 

independent variables.  The coefficients will be presented using the expected β and 

converting them into odds ratio (Table 4-7). 

 The first block of this study examined the demographic variables of ninth grade 

first-generation students to determine how confident they were in completing a 

bachelor’s degree.  The main demographic variables examined for this study were 

gender and race/ethnicity.  Within the first block of student demographic variables, the 

only variable found to be significant was Black/African American students (β=-.457, 

p≤.01).  The results indicate that Black/African American ninth grade first-generation 

students had 37% lower odds of not being confident in completing a bachelor’s degree 

than their White peers when all other variables were controlled.  Also, there were no 

gender differences as it relates to confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree.   

The second block of variables examined the cultural capital of students, which 

was developed from Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of college choice.  This 

block examined how discussions with others about college influenced ninth grade first-

generation students’ confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree.  When all the other 

variables were controlled, students who had no discussions with others about college 

had 226% higher odds (β=1.181, p≤.001) of not being confident in completing a 
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bachelor’s degree than students who had high discussions with others.  Similarly, 

students who had moderate discussions had 48% higher odds (β=.394, p≤.01) of not 

being confident in completing a bachelor’s degree than students who had high 

discussions with others about going to college, when all other variables were controlled.  

Regardless of English proficiency, there were no significant differences in students’ 

confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree.  

 Social capital was measured in the third block of variables with a heightened 

focus on the role of parents.  First, income was examined and it was found that low-

income students had 35% higher odds (β=.299, p≤.05) than students from a high-

income background of not being confident in completing a bachelor’s degree, when all 

other variables were controlled.  The only other variable found to be significant in this 

block examined whether or not parents had information about college.  For students 

whose parents did not have any information about college, they had 29% higher odds 

(β=.257, p≤.01) of not feeling confident in completing a bachelor’s degree than their 

ninth grade first-generation students whose parents did have information about college, 

when all other variables are controlled.  The other income variables (i.e., medium-low 

income and medium-high income) and both parental involvement variables were not 

found significant in these results.   

 The final bock of variables focuses on the school context of first-generation 

students’ experience and is in alignment with the second layer of Perna’s (2006) 

conceptual model of college choice.  The only significant variable found that when all 

other variables are controlled, students who attend a high school where no counselor is 

specifically focused on college readiness had 20% higher odds (β=.185, p≤.01) of not 
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being confident in completing a bachelor’s degree when they finish high school.  The 

other variables in this block that examined the location of the school and whether AP 

courses were offered were not found significant related to student’s confidence in 

completing a bachelor’s degree.   

Model Two:  Students’ Degree Aspirations 

In the next regression model I conducted a multinomial logistic regression to 

address the primary research question, which investigated the type of degree ninth 

grade first-generation students’ aspired to earn.  The overall model was significant 

(F=9.384, 329; p≤.001) and the Nagelkerke pseudo R squared was .095.  I will present 

the results of the second model using only the final block, which controlled for all 

independent variables.  The coefficients will be presented using the expected β and 

interpreted in terms of the odds ratio.  Three separate tables will be presented due to 

the different comparisons examined.  The first comparison presented will compare ninth 

grade first-generation students who were not sure about their future degree aspirations 

against students who aspired to earn at a minimum an associate’s degree (Table 4-8).  

The second comparison will compare ninth grade first-generation students who aspire 

to earn at most a high school diploma against students aspiring at minimum an 

associate’s degree (Table 4-9).  The third and final comparison presented will compare 

ninth grade first-generation students who aspire to earn at most a high school diploma 

against those who are not sure about their degree aspirations beyond high school 

(Table 4-10).  
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Comparison I: Comparison between students not sure about future plans beyond 
high school and students planning to pursue a college education 

In the first block of demographic variables, student’s gender and race and ethnicity 

were investigated, but were not significantly related to student’s degree aspirations. 

That is, female first-generation ninth graders compared to their male peers did not have 

differences in degree aspirations. Similarly, students of color first-generation students 

compared to their White peers did not indicate having different degree aspirations 

(Table 4-8).   

The second block of variables investigated whether ninth grade first-generation 

students’ native language or discussions with others about college plans influenced 

their preference about whether they did not know their future degree plans compared to 

their desire to pursue some type of college degree.  The variables investigating ninth 

grade first-generation students’ discussions with others about college were found 

significant when comparing students who indicated not being sure about future degree 

plans compared to those who were planning on pursuing some type of college degree.  

Specifically, when all other variables were controlled, students who did not talk to 

anyone about college had 389% higher odds (β=1.586, p≤.001) than students who had 

high discussions with others to indicate they were not sure about future degree 

aspirations than to choose at minimum they planned on pursuing a college degree.  

Similarly, students who had moderate discussions with others had 112% higher odds 

(β=.752, p≤.001) than students with high discussions with others to indicate they were 

not sure about future degree aspirations than to indicate they planned on pursuing 

some type of college degree, when all other variables were controlled.  Native language 

was not found to be significant in this model.   
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The third block of variables examined the role of parents on ninth grade first-

generation students to be unsure of future degree aspirations compared to pursuing 

some type of college degree (Table 4-8).  Two of the income variables were found 

significant in this block.  First, when controlling for all other variables, students from 

families with low incomes had 58% higher odds (β=.457, p≤.01) compared to students 

from families with high incomes to indicate they were unsure about future degree 

aspirations than to pursue some type of college degree.  Additionally, students from 

families with medium-high incomes had 70% higher odds (β=.531, p≤.001) than 

students from families with high incomes to indicate they did not know their future 

degree plans compared to pursuing a college degree, when all other variables were 

controlled.  The last significant variable in this social capital block found that when all 

other variables are controlled for, students who had parents who did not have any 

information about college admissions criteria had 35% higher odds (β=.299, p≤.01) of 

not being sure about future college plans than students who indicated they would  

pursue an associate’s degree or higher.  The parental involvement variables that 

examined no parent involvement and moderate parent involvement in comparison to the 

reference group of high parental involvement were not found significant.  Additionally, 

students from families with medium-low income were not found to be significantly 

different in comparison to students from families with high income in this comparison.  

The last block of variables examined school characteristics effects and how they 

compared students who were not sure about future plans against those interested in 

going to college.  When all other variables were controlled, students who attended a 

rural school had 31% higher odds (β=.268, p≤.01) than students attending a suburban 
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school to indicate they were not sure about future college plans than to pursue an 

associate’s degree or above.  The other variables that looked at counselors focused on 

college readiness and whether high schools offered AP courses were found not 

significant. 

Comparison II: Comparison between first-generation ninth grade students 
interested in only a high school diploma and students planning to pursue 
college education 

The first block of variables examined demographic characteristics between 

students interested in pursuing college and those interested in only a high school 

diploma (Table 4-9).  Student’s gender was found to be significant when all other 

variables were controlled.  Specifically, female students had 31% lower odds (β=-.372, 

p≤.001) than males to indicate they were only interested in pursuing a high school 

diploma compared to pursuing an associate’s degree or above when all other variables 

are controlled.  There was one racial/ethnic student group that was found significant in 

this block.  In particular, when all other variables are controlled, American Indian 

students had 137% higher odds (β=.865, p≤.05) than White students to indicate a 

preference to only pursue a high school diploma compared to pursuing a college 

degree.  No other student racial/ethnic groups had significant differences in this model.   

The second block of variables in this second comparison investigated cultural 

capital variables.  The only significant variable in this block examined the role of ninth 

grade first generation students’ discussions with others about college.  When all other 

variables were controlled, students who did not talk to other people about college had 

363% higher odds (β=1.533, p≤.001) than students who talked to many people about 

college to indicate a preference to pursue only a high school diploma instead of 

pursuing a college degree.  Finally, a first-generation student’s native language was not 
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found to be significant in their preference to pursue a high school diploma over a college 

degree. 

In the next block of variables, I examined students’ social capital related variables 

in this second comparison between student groups.   When controlling for all other 

variables, students from low income families had 129% higher odds (β=.827, p≤.001) 

than students from high income families to select pursuing a high school diploma over 

pursuing a college degree.  None of the remaining social capital variables in this block 

were found to be significantly related to a student’s degree aspiration.  Additionally, all 

of the variables in block four that examine school related factors were not significant in 

this model.     

Comparison III: Comparison between first-generation ninth grade students 
interested in only a high school diploma and students who are not sure about 
future degree plans beyond high school 

 In this final comparison model, only two of the independent variables from all four 

blocks were found significant (Table 4-10).  In the demographic variable block, only first-

generation ninth grade females were significantly different and in the school 

characteristic block only a high school located in a rural environment was significant 

different.  Specifically, when all other variables are controlled, female students had 46% 

lower odds (β=-.606, p≤.001) than their male peers to indicate they were only interested 

in pursuing a high school diploma compared to not being sure about their degree 

aspirations.  Additionally, students who attended a high school located in a rural 

environment had 29% lower odds (β=-.344, p≤.05) than students attending a school in a 

suburban environment to indicate they were only interested in pursuing a high school 

diploma rather than not being sure about their future degree aspirations.  As previously 

stated, none of the other variables in all four blocks were significant in this comparison 
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of student groups (i.e. students only completing a high school degree versus students 

who were unsure about educational plans beyond high school). 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented findings from preliminary findings that focused on the cross 

tabulations of the dependent variables against select independent variables.  

Additionally, this chapter also presented the findings of both logistic multivariate 

regression models.  Together these results were used to address the research 

questions guiding this study.  The preliminary data results did find statistically significant 

differences in students’ confidence in completing their bachelor’s degree based on their 

race/ethnicity, family income level, and level of parental involvement.  Additionally, the 

preliminary results also confirmed that statistically significant differences do exist in 

ninth grade first-generation students’ degree aspirations based on race/ethnicity, family 

income level, and level of parental involvement.  Overall, the results indicated that 

students from lower income families with less parental involvement within certain 

underrepresented racial/ethnic groups are often not confident in completing their 

bachelor’s degree and may not aspire to complete a college degree.  These results 

provided the impetus for doing more advanced analysis.   

The advanced analyses presented one binary logistic multivariate regression and 

one multinomial logistic multivariate regression.  It was found that variables such as 

discussing college with others, family income, parent information on college, counselor 

focus at high school and race/ethnicity are associated with a ninth-grade first-generation 

student’s certainty in completing a bachelor’s degree when other variables are 

controlled.  In terms of degree aspirations, variables such as race/ethnicity, discussing 

college with others, family income, parent information on college, high school location, 
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and gender are associated with first-generation students’ degree aspirations.  The next 

chapter will expand on the discussion of these statistical findings within the context of 

the theoretical framework used in this study and the extant literature.   
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Table 4-1.  Frequencies of race/ethnicity and certainty in bachelor’s completion 

    Not Certain Certain 

American Indian 

Frequency 46 18 

% within Race/ethnicity 71.9 28.1 

% within Degree certainty 1.1 0.7 

    

Asian/Native 
Hawaiian 

Frequency 100 70 

% within Race/ethnicity 58.8 41.2 

% within Degree certainty 2.5 2.6 

    

Black/African 
American 

Frequency 485 507 

% within Race/ethnicity 48.9 51.1 

% within Degree certainty 12 18.9 

    

Hispanic 

Frequency 1321 768 

% within Race/ethnicity 63.2 36.8 

% within Degree certainty 58.2 41.8 

    

Multi-racial 

Frequency 294 211 

% within Race/ethnicity 58.2 41.8 

% within Degree certainty 7.3 7.8 

    

White 

Frequency 1789 1115 

% within Race/ethnicity 61.6 38.4 

% within Degree certainty 44.3 41.5 

Note:                       

 
Table 4-2.  Frequencies of family income and certainty in bachelor’s completion 

     Not Certain Certain 

$35,000 or less 
(low) 

Frequency 2169 1317 

% within income 62.2 37.8 

% within Degree certainty 53.8 48.9 

    

$35,001-$55,000 
(medium-low) 

Frequency 833 586 

% within income 58.7 41.3 

% within Degree certainty 20.6 21.8 

    

$55,001-$75,000 
(medium-high) 

Frequency 550 387 

% within income 58.7 41.3 

% within Degree certainty 13.6 14.4 

    

$75,001 or greater 
(high) 

Frequency 482 401 

% within income 54.6 45.4 

% within Degree certainty 11.9 14.9 

Note:                      
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Table 4-3.  Frequencies of parental involvement and certainty in bachelor’s completion 

    Not Certain Certain 

Not involved 
Frequency 392 194 
% within parental involvement 66.9 33.1 
% within Degree certainty 11 8.1 

    

Moderately involved 
Frequency 2123 1362 
% within parental certainty 60.9 39.1 
% within Degree certainty 59.7 57 

    

Very involved 
Frequency 1040 834 
% within parental involvement 55.5 44.5 
% within Degree certainty 29.3 34.9 

Note:                        

 
Table 4-4.  Frequencies of race/ethnicity and degree aspirations  

    Don't know High School 
Associate's or 

higher  

American 
Indian 

Frequency 18 29 31 
% within Race/ethnicity 23.1 37.2 39.7 
% within Degree Aspirations 1.1 2.2 0.8 

     

Asian/Native 
Hawaiian 

Frequency 56 21 97 
% within Race/ethnicity 32.2 12.1 55.7 
% within Degree Aspirations 3.5 1.6 2.4 

     

Black/African 
American 

Frequency 206 204 642 
% within Race/ethnicity 19.6 19.4 61.0 
% within Degree Aspirations 13 15.4 15.9 

     

Hispanic 
Frequency 516 484 1153 
% within Race/ethnicity 24 22.5 53.6 
% within Degree Aspirations 32.7 36.5 28.6 

     

Multi-racial 
Frequency 103 74 339 
% within Race/ethnicity 19.9 14.3 65.7 
% within Degree Aspirations 6.5 5.6 8.4 

     

White 
Frequency 680 513 1770 
% within Race/ethnicity 22.9 17.3 59.7 
% within Degree Aspirations 43.1 38.7 43.9 

Note:                         
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Table 4-5.  Frequencies of family income and degree aspirations  

    Don't know High School 
Associate's 

or higher  

$35,000 or less 
(low) 

Frequency 842 845 1931 
% within income 23.3 23.4 53.4 
% within Degree Aspirations 53.3 63.8 47.9 

     

$35,001-$55,000 
(medium-low) 

Frequency 322 233 892 
% within income 22.3 16.1 61.6 
% within Degree Aspirations 20.4 17.6 22.1 

     

$55,001-$75,000 
(medium-high) 

Frequency 248 128 586 
% within income 25.8 13.3 60.9 
% within Degree Aspirations 15.7 9.7 14.5 

     

$75,001 or greater 
(high) 

Frequency 167 119 623 
% within income 18.4 13.1 68.5 
% within Degree Aspirations 10.6 9.0 15.5 

Note:                         

 
Table 4-6.  Frequencies of parent involvement and degree aspirations 

    Don't know High School 
Associate's or 

higher  

Not 
involved 

Frequency 131 138 329 
% within parental involvement 21.9 23.1 55.0 
% within Degree Aspirations 9.2 11.9 9.2 

     

Moderately 
involved 

Frequency 889 681 2028 
% within parental involvement 24.7 18.9 56.4 
% within Degree Aspirations 62.3 58.9 57.0 

     

Very 
involved 

Frequency 406 337 1201 
% within parental involvement 20.9 17.3 61.8 
% within Degree Aspirations 28.5 29.2 33.8 

Note:                        
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Table 4-7.  Results for binary logistic multivariate regression model for the certainty of 
completing a bachelor’s degree 

Variable name (reference group) Beta Exp(B) Std. Error 

Demographic Characteristics    
Female (male) -.072 .931 .081 
American Indian (White) .251 1.285 .379 
Asian/Native Hawaiian (White) -.369 .306 .360 
Black/African American -.457** .633 .151 
Hispanic (White) -.161 .851 .120 

   Multi-racial (White) -.160 .852 .123 
    
Cultural Capital    

English not primary language (Yes) .350 1.419 .180 
No discussions with others about college 
(High discussions) 

1.181*** 3.257 .218 

Moderate discussions with others about 
college (High discussions) 

.394** 1.483 .143 

    
Social capital     

Low income (high) .299* 1.348 .123 
Medium-low income (high) .143 1.154 .153 
Medium-high income (high) .211 1.235 .146 
No parent involvement (high) .292 1.339 .158 
Moderate parent involvement (high) .113 1.119 .081 
No parent information about college (Yes) .257** 1.293 .099 

    
School context    

City school (suburban) -.165 .848 .112 
Rural school (suburban) .113 1.119 .071 
No counselor focused on college readiness 
(Yes) 

.185* 1.203 .087 

No AP courses offered (Yes) .003 1.003 .109 

Note:  F=7.341, df=346, p≤.001; *p≤.05, **p≤.01,***p≤.001 
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Table 4-8.  Results for multinomial logistic multivariate regression model comparing 
aspirations for not sure against pursuing some type of college degree 

Variable name (reference group) Beta Exp(B) Std. Error 

Demographic Characteristics    
Female (male) .234 1.264 .126 
American Indian (White) .395 1.484 .228 
Asian/Native Hawaiian (White) -.234 .791 .410 
Black/African American .095 1.099 .218 
Hispanic (White) .035 1.036 .250 

   Multi-racial (White) -.279 .757 .156 
    
Cultural Capital    

English not primary language (Yes) .291 1.337 .265 
No discussions with others about college 
(High discussions) 

1.586*** 4.886 .254 

Moderate discussions with others about 
college (High discussions) 

.752*** 2.121 .192 

    
Social capital     

Low income (high) .457** 1.579 .145 
Medium-low income (high) .273 1.313 .145 
Medium-high income (high) .531*** 1.700 .162 
No parent involvement (high) -.139 .870 .189 
Moderate parent involvement (high) .130 1.139 .123 
No parent information about college (Yes) .299** 1.349 .113 

    
School context    

City school (suburban) .091 1.096 .128 
Rural school (suburban) .268** 1.307 .100 
No counselor focused on college readiness 
(Yes) 

.110 1.117 .099 

No AP courses offered (Yes) .165 1.180 .243 

Note:  F= 9.384, df=329, p≤.001; *p≤.05, **p≤.01,***p≤.001 
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Table 4-9.  Results for multinomial logistic multivariate regression model comparing 
aspirations for pursuing high school against pursuing some type of college 
degree 

Variable name (reference group) Beta Exp(B) Std. Error 

Demographic Characteristics    
Female (male) -.372*** .689 .108 
American Indian (White) .865* 2.374 .401 
Asian/Native Hawaiian (White) -.462 .630 .452 
Black/African American .066 1.068 .171 
Hispanic (White) .249 1.283 .201 

   Multi-racial (White) -.286 .751 .186 
    
Cultural Capital    

English not primary language (Yes) .073 1.075 .257 
No discussions with others about college 
(High discussions) 

1.533*** 4.633 .247 

Moderate discussions with others about 
college (High discussions) 

.300 1.350 .245 

    
Social capital     

Low income (high) .827*** 2.285 .164 
Medium-low income (high) .304 1.355 .177 
Medium-high income (high) .325 1.384 .210 
No parent involvement (high) .128 1.136 .216 
Moderate parent involvement (high) .140 1.151 .127 
No parent information about college (Yes) .183 1.201 .125 

    
School context    

City school (suburban) -.239 .787 .143 
Rural school (suburban) -.077 .926 .117 
No counselor focused on college readiness 
(Yes) 

-.007 .993 .095 

No AP courses offered (Yes) .060 .818 .260 

Note:  F= 9.384, df=329, p≤.001; *p≤.05, **p≤.01,***p≤.001 
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Table 4-10.  Results for multinomial logistic multivariate regression model comparing 
aspirations for pursuing high school against not sure about future degree 
aspirations 

Variable name (reference group) Beta Exp(B) Std. Error 

Demographic Characteristics    
Female (male) -.606*** .545 .160 
American Indian (White) .470 1.600 .503 
Asian/Native Hawaiian (White) -.228 .796 .433 
Black/African American -.029 .972 .243 
Hispanic (White) .214 1.239 .216 

   Multi-racial (White) -.008 .992 .221 
    
Cultural Capital    

English not primary language (Yes) -.218 .804 .200 
No discussions with others about college 
(High discussions) 

-.053 .948 .292 

Moderate discussions with others about 
college (High discussions) 

-.452 .636 .301 

    
Social capital     

Low income (high) .370 1.448 .209 
Medium-low income (high) .031 1.032 .221 
Medium-high income (high) -.206 .814 .269 
No parent involvement (high) .267 1.306 .192 
Moderate parent involvement (high) .010 1.010 .124 
No parent information about college (Yes) -.116 .891 .150 

    
School context    

City school (suburban) -.330 .719 .169 
Rural school (suburban) -.344* .709 .134 
No counselor focused on college readiness 
(Yes) 

-.117 .890 .127 

No AP courses offered (Yes) -.106 .900 .284 

Note:  F= 9.384, df=329, p≤.001; *p≤.05, **p≤.01,***p≤.001 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 

This study will discuss the results previously presented in Chapter four based on 

the modified Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of college choice, which guided 

this study.  To achieve this, this chapter will first review the original purpose of this study 

and the research questions that guided this study.  Next, the findings will be discussed 

within the context of the extant research on first-generation students and the college 

choice process.  Within the discussion of the findings, ideas for future research will be 

introduced but will be further elaborated upon in the next chapter.  These findings will be 

presented based on the layers and sections of the conceptual framework used in this 

study.  This chapter will then conclude with an overview of the finding from this study. 

Summary of Study Contributions 

This empirical study adds to the extant literature on first-generation students’ 

college choice process and more specifically expands on factors that influence first-

generation students’ degree aspirations.  Additionally, this study further develops the 

current literature by examining potential differences existing within the first-generation 

student population and recognizing that the first-generation student population is not a 

monolithic group but rather a heterogeneous population.  Furthermore, this study 

provides insights into the factors that influence first-generation students’ decision to  

complete a bachelor’s degree and specifically whether their parents influenced their 

decision making process with postsecondary degree aspirations and post high school 

educational planning.  Overall, this study contributes to the literature by identifying 

factors that influence first-generation students’ college choice process and contributing 
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findings to an area that has a dearth of empirical evidence on this increasingly 

heterogeneous group of first-generation students.  . 

Review of Purpose and Research Questions 

First-generation students continue to see increases in their access to 

postsecondary institutions (Choy, 2001; Strayhorn, 2006) and it is estimated that 

approximately 30% of students enrolled in postsecondary education are considered 

first-generation students (Strayhorn, 2006).  Despite increased access to postsecondary 

institutions, first-generation students continue to differ from their peers throughout their 

college choice process, especially in relation to their degree aspirations (Inkelas & 

McCarron, 2006; Saenz, et al., 2007).  Specifically, first-generation students typically 

have lower overall educational aspirations than their peers (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; 

Saenz, et al., 2007).  It is critical to examine degree aspirations since these aspirations 

often influence whether or not a student will actually pursue postsecondary education 

and aspirations are typically one of the strongest predictors of students’ educational 

attainment (Park, et al., 2011; Sayrs, 1989).  Furthermore, potential influences on 

degree aspirations, such as parental influences, may vary for first-generation students 

within their population so a more nuanced view of parental influences is necessary.   

 The purpose of this study was to examine the role of parental/guardian 

involvement on the degree aspirations of ninth grade first-generation students, 

specifically focused on what type of degree they are planning on pursuing following the 

completion of their high school education.  There was one primary research question 

guiding this study:  
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What is the relationship between parental/guardian involvement and ninth grade 

first-generation students’ degree aspirations upon completion of their high school 

education?   

 Additionally, there was one sub-question related to the primary research 

question:   

What is the relationship between parental involvement and ninth grade first-

generation students’ perceived ability in completing a bachelor’s degree upon 

completion of their high school education?   

In order to examine both of these research questions, the High School 

Longitudinal Study of 2009 was selected as the dataset for this study since it provided 

the most current and robust dataset available to investigate first-generation students’ 

degree aspirations.  Conducting descriptive and multivariate analyses of the dataset 

provided information describing potential characteristic differences of first-generation 

students associated with the degrees they considered pursuing and their perceived 

ability to complete a bachelor’s degree.  The following section will discuss the findings 

of this empirical study based on the theoretical framework employed throughout the 

study.   

Summary of Research Findings 

The following sections will present the results from the data analyses within the 

context of the current research on first-generation students’ college choice and more 

specifically their degree aspirations.  To facilitate the discussion of the results, the 

findings will be presented based on the modified model of Perna’s (2006) proposed 

conceptual model of college choice previously discussed.  In particular, demographic 

characteristics will be discussed first, followed by cultural capital, social capital, and 
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finally school context.  The modified model of Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual 

model of college choice provided a comprehensive lens to examine unique aspects of 

first-generation students’ college choice processes within the context of the extant 

literature due to its robust inclusion of variables from both economic and sociologic 

approaches. 

Demographic Characteristics 

 In order to examine ninth grade first-generation students’ confidence in 

completing a bachelor’s degree and their degree aspirations, two demographic 

variables were selected for this study.  The first demographic variable, gender, was not 

significant across all models and comparisons, which is supported by previous studies 

that found that gender was not a significant predictor for first-generation students’ 

educational aspirations and that typically male and female first-generation students’ had 

similar levels of degree attainment (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  When student 

aspirations are examined, regardless of parental educational level, gender also is not 

found to be statistically significant (Garg, et al., 2002).  Pertinent to first-generation 

students, Dennis, Phinney, and Chuateco (2005) noted that there is no significant 

association between gender and first-generation students’ commitment to college once 

enrolled, which supports the finding that there were no significant differences based on 

gender in confidence of completing a bachelor’s degree.   

While not all models reported significant findings comparing males and female 

ninth grade first-generation students, there were some gender differences that were 

significant that are important to examine.  Primarily, male students were more likely than 

females to indicate a preference to aspire to earn only a high school diploma rather than 

a college degree.  Secondly, male students were also more likely to select high school 
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as their terminal education versus not being sure about future degree plans.  Current 

research has found that male students, regardless of ethnicity, exhibit lower educational 

expectations than their female peers (Lowman & Elliott, 2010; Mau & Bikos, 2000; Park, 

et al., 2011); however, earlier research indicated that males typically had higher 

aspirations than females (Wilson & Wilson, 1992).  Regardless of these conflicting 

findings, it is apparent that gender does play a role in degree expectations of first-

generation students and in connection with Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model 

of college choice reflect that other potential factors, such as social capital or cultural 

capital, may influence gender differences and ultimately first-generation students’ 

college choice or more specific to this study degree aspirations.   

Although previous studies have found contrasting findings on the significance of 

gender on degree aspirations, it is imperative to continue to examine the role of gender 

on degree aspirations research, especially as females increase their enrollment 

numbers in postsecondary education and outnumber their male peers (Snyder & Dillow, 

2011).  This study indicated that even as early as the ninth grade, first-generation male 

students are already exhibiting lower educational aspirations than their female peers.  

The gender gap in postsecondary education is continuing to expand and further 

examination is necessary to understand what factors are contributing to it and the 

potential differences in degree aspirations between male and female students (Park, et 

al., 2011).  Future studies may consider exploring at what age and grade level males 

start considering a high school diploma as a viable final option for their educational 

aspirations.   
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 The next demographic characteristic examined in this study was race/ethnicity.  

This study found that Black/African American students were significantly more confident 

in completing a bachelor’s degree than their White peers.  The extant literature on 

degree aspirations of Black/African American students has not been conclusive.  For 

example, recent research has suggested that Black/African American students have the 

highest degree aspirations when compared to all other racial/ethnic groups (Mello, 

2009); however, other research has indicated contradictory findings with Black/African 

American having lower aspirations than their White peers (Cooper, 2009).  The 

preliminary findings in this study indicated that within the Black/African American 

student group over 50% of students were confident in completing a bachelor’s degree, 

while within the White student group under 40% of students in this study indicated a 

similar level of confidence.  These findings may suggest that at an early age 

Black/African American students develop self-assurance that they have the ability to not 

only pursue college but also complete a bachelor’s degree.  Prior research has 

examined how particular teachers encouraged Black/African American students to 

develop confidence in their skill sets but additional research is needed (Barley & 

Beesley, 2007).  Additionally, other racial/ethnic groups such as Latino students 

continue to exhibit lower degree aspirations and must also continue to be addressed in 

research studies (Graham-Clay, 2005). 

 In addition to examining overall confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree, 

the study also sought to investigate if there were any significant differences in degree 

aspirations based on race/ethnicity.  The only significant finding for all of the degree 

aspiration models was that American Indian students were significantly more likely to 
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indicate a preference in only wanting a high school diploma rather than earning a 

college degree.  The preliminary analysis supported this finding with almost 40% of 

American Indian students indicating a preference to earn at most a high school diploma 

and they also had the smallest percentage of students of all racial/ethnic groups that 

were interested in earning a college degree.  These results are supported by previous 

studies that included American Indian students and found that American Indian students 

often report low degree aspirations (Mau & Bikos, 2000; Mello, 2009).  These results 

must be carefully examined, though, due to the small number of American Indian 

students included in this study.  Other studies often do not include American Indian 

students due to small numbers (Mau & Bikos, 2000); therefore, scant information about 

American Indian students’ degree aspirations is available in the extant literature.   

 Despite not finding many significant findings between the racial/ethnic groups 

and their degree aspirations, it is important to examine these results.  Past research has 

typically focused on comparing the entire first-generation group to non-first-generation 

students and found significant differences in degree aspirations (Choy, 2001; Hahs-

Vaughn, 2004; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Saenz, et al., 2007; Terenzini, et al., 1996).  

Additionally, past research also found that when comparing all students there were 

significant differences in degree aspirations based on race/ethnicity (Adelman, 2006; 

Hurtado, et al., 1997; Lowman & Elliott, 2010; Mello, 2009).  For example, Asian 

American students typically indicate the highest degree aspirations when compared to 

their peers, while Latino students report the lowest (Hurtado, et al., 1997).  The lower 

expectations for many of the underrepresented groups is often cited as resulting from 
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their need to overcome many barriers to advance in their schooling (Tierney & Venegas, 

2004). 

The results of this study indicate that racial/ethnic differences did not play a 

significant role for most students in this study; however, race/ethnicity may play a role in 

the degree aspirations of first-generation students but other factors may have a larger 

role overall.  For example, other variables such as socioeconomic status might have 

confounded the race/ethnicity variable (Mello, 2009) causing it to not be significant.  

Also, there is the potential that since all students in the sample were first-generation 

students, their degree aspirations were similar already so race/ethnicity would not be as 

significant.  More exploration is necessary to determine if race/ethnicity of first-

generation students is not as big a hindrance to degree aspirations as previous studies 

have found.    

These findings should be examined within the context of the Perna’s (2006) 

proposed conceptual model of college choice, as well as the extant literature.  Previous 

findings on both gender and race/ethnicity have not always been conclusive and at 

times conflicting, so this study adds to the current literature highlighting how gender and 

race/ethnicity are critical to examine in terms of degree aspirations but are only one 

factor.  In particular, Perna’s model suggest numerous influences (e.g. family income, 

college costs, academic preparation) directly and indirectly affect college choice, so it is 

feasible that other factors examined in this study might have limited the influence of 

gender and race/ethnicity.  Additionally, other variables not available in HSLS:09 might 

have provided more information about the varying degree aspirations and degree 

confidence based on gender and race/ethnicity.   Regardless, this study exhibits that 
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differences do exist in gender and race/ethnicity on first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations and some particular student groups continue to exhibit lower aspirations 

from their earlier schooling experiences early age in their college choice process.  

Cultural Capital 

The next set of variables examined in this study were centered around the idea of 

cultural capital, which is a key factor in Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model due 

to her inclusion of sociological factors.  This study included the variables of student’s 

native language and student’s discussions with others about college to investigate the 

role of cultural capital.  Cultural capital is often a key component in the college choice 

process since students rely on others to gain knowledge about future opportunities and 

oftentimes these influences come directly from parents (McDonough, 1997; Tierney & 

Venegas, 2006).  First-generation students are often put at a disadvantage since they 

lack particular resources and advantages that result from cultural capital (Terenzini, et 

al., 1996; Walpole, 2003).  By examining specific cultural capital variables, this study will 

determine the role of first-generation students’ native language and discussions with 

other about college on their degree aspirations and confidence in completing a 

bachelor’s degree.    

It is well-documented that students identified as first-generation are more likely to 

come from homes where English is not the primary language (Bui, 2002), so this study 

sought to examine whether or not the native language of first-generation students 

influenced their degree aspirations.  Previous research suggested that native language 

had no relationship to students’ degree aspirations, regardless of their parents’ 

education levels (Lowman & Elliott, 2010).  This study, which used the most recent 

dataset available, supported these findings by finding that native language was not 
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statistically significant on whether or not first-generation students were confident in 

completing a bachelor’s degree or the type of degree they planned on pursuing.  These 

findings imply that students’ native language does not negatively or positively influence 

degree aspirations, which is critical since first-generation students are more likely to 

come from homes where English is not the primary language.  Despite not being found 

significant, though, this variable should not be exclude in studies because it does 

contribute to the overall cultural capital that influences students’ college choice process.  

Additionally, while this study and previous research suggested native language was not 

significant to educational aspirations, other research has found that when English is the 

second language for students or their parents educational aspirations may be lower 

(Behnke, Piercy, & Diversi, 2004).   

The second cultural capital variable examined was whether or not ninth grade first-

generation students had discussions with others about college.  Gathering information 

about college is critical to students’ college choice process and first-generation students 

are often put at a disadvantage since their parents do not have first-hand knowledge 

(Bell, et al., 2009; Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  In order to compensate for this lack of 

knowledge from their parents, first-generation students must seek out information from 

other individuals, such as teachers, friends, and counselors (Inkelas & McCarron, 

2006); however, some first-generation students do not seek out assistance or do not 

know what information to ask for from others (Hsiao, 1992).   

This study found that students who did not have any discussions with others about 

college were significantly less likely to be confident in completing a bachelor’s degree or 

aspire to earn a college degree in comparison to their peers who had spoken to many 
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people about college.  Additionally, even students who had moderate discussions with 

others about college were also significantly less likely to be certain in completing a 

bachelor’s degree or interested in pursuing a bachelor’s degree when compared to a 

high school diploma.  These findings support previous research that indicates that it is 

critical for first-generation students to talk to others and have college knowledge in order 

to successfully navigate the college choice process (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006; Thayer, 

2000).   

First-generation students are placed at a variety of disadvantages as a result of 

their parents not having first-hand knowledge of the college choice process, so it is 

imperative for them to talk about college and gain relevant college knowledge.  By 

increasing their opportunity to talk to other individuals about college, the likelihood of 

their chances of aspiring to earn a college degree will significantly increase; however, 

as Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model suggests gathering college knowledge is 

just one facet of the college choice process. 

This study suggests that particular aspects of cultural capital play a significant role 

in the degree aspirations of ninth grade first-generation students and supports Perna’s 

(2006) proposed conceptual model that incorporates cultural capital variables.  Prior 

research suggested that cultural capital influences the college choice process (Lowman 

& Elliott, 2010; McDonough, 1997; Tierney & Venegas, 2006), but oftentimes the 

research did not focus on the first-generation student population as a heterogeneous 

group.  Findings from this study indicate that while native language is one aspect of 

cultural capital, it may not directly influence first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations; however, in combination with other variables it may indirectly influence 
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students’ degree aspirations.  The significant findings of this study do highlight the need 

for first-generation students to be guided to correct college knowledge and for them to 

be encouraged to participate in discussions about college early on in their college 

choice process so their chances of desiring a college degree improve. 

Social Capital 

In addition to examining cultural capital, social capital is another key component to 

study within the context of Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model in college choice.  

This particular study selected three variables to investigate cultural capital:  family 

income levels, parental involvement, and parent information about college.  Collectively, 

these three variables create important aspects of the social capital perspective that 

Perna referenced in her model. 

This study found that family income levels played a key factor in ninth grade first-

generation students’ degree aspirations.  In particular, students from low-income 

families were not only significantly less confident in completing a bachelor’s degree, but 

also were significantly less likely to aspire to earn a college degree than a high school 

degree.  These findings are supported by previous studies that found that educational 

aspirations do vary based on family income level (Fitzgerald, 2004; Trusty, Robinson, 

Plata, & Ng, 2000) with some research suggesting that low socioeconomic status is one 

of the strongest predictors of lower educational expectations (Hanson, 1994).  This 

study also found that students from medium-high-income families were more likely to be 

unsure about their future degree plans than students from high-income families.   

Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model focused on the role of social capital in 

the college choice process and suggests that key variables such as income and 

information about college were integral to studying college choice.  Earlier college 
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choice models often gathered negative criticism since they were assumed to only 

examine the college choice process from the perspective of high-income families 

(Hurtado, et al., 1997).  The results of this study regarding income support Perna’s 

(2006) proposed conceptual model that income does play a key role in the college 

choice process and strengthen the support for the notion that early college choice 

models did not address all relevant variables.   

From a social capital perspective, the results of this study suggest that even at the 

ninth-grade level, low-income first-generation students are already significantly less 

likely to consider college as a viable option for after high school in comparison to high-

income first-generation students.  These lower expectations are often connected to 

lower-income families having less access to information about college (Carter, 2003); 

therefore, this may suggest that first-generation students from  lower income families 

are disadvantaged as a result of having less social capital.     

These findings are also critical to look at because it rejects the notion that first-

generation students are a monolithic group.  Past research found that there is a 

significant gap in educational aspirations between students from high-income and low-

income families (Ingels & Dalton, 2008), but typically similar findings were not 

demonstrated in the first-generation student population potentially since first-generation 

students are normally assumed to come from only low-income families.  More recent 

research has suggested, though, that when first-generation students are compared to 

all other students, not only do first-generation students represent the whole range of 

income levels but also are more likely to indicate coming from the highest income 

quartile rather than the lowest income quartile (Davis, 2010).  In conjunction with the 
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findings of this study, this research supports the idea that first-generation students are a 

heterogeneous group and highlights the necessity to address within group differences 

on variables such as income that may influence educational aspirations.  

In addition to examining income as a contributing factor of social capital, this study 

focused on the role of parents on ninth-grade first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations.  Despite preliminary analysis indicating differences between parental 

involvement and first generation students’ degree aspirations and certainty in 

completing a bachelor’s degree, none of the advanced analyses indicated significant 

differences for parental involvement.  The findings of this study support previous 

research that suggests that for first-generation students parental involvement is not a 

key predictor for education aspirations (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  In addition, these 

findings do not support the hypotheses proposed in this study that first-generation 

students with lower parent involvement would have lower degree aspirations and less 

confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree; however, the findings of this study did 

support the hypothesis that differences exist in first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations based on different demographic characteristics.  

However, this finding differs when non-first-generation students are examined.  

For example, early research suggested parents were the largest influence on students’ 

educational aspirations (Chapman, 1981), while more recent research highlights that 

other constituents, such as peers and teachers, may be a larger influence in students’ 

college choice process (Hossler, et al., 1989; Smith & Fleming, 2006).  First-generation 

students are a unique population and despite most studies suggesting that parental 

involvement plays a significant factor in developing educational aspirations, this study 
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suggests that no level of parent involvement has a significant influence on first-

generation students’ educational aspirations.  Additionally, although this study examined 

first-generation students only in the ninth grade and students may change their 

postsecondary education expectation by the time they complete high school, evidence 

suggests that most students determine their educational aspirations between the eighth 

and tenth grade (Hossler, et al., 1999).   

This study assumed that many first-generation students would have minimal 

involvement from their parents since earlier research suggested that parents with lower 

educational levels are typically less involved in their children’s educational process 

(Choy, 2001).  While some students, especially those with less certainty about 

bachelor’s degree completion and with lower degree aspirations, indicated lower 

parental involvement, most first-generation students’ experienced at least moderate 

levels of parental involvement.  Contrary to earlier research suggesting that first-

generation students receive limited parental involvement (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 

1998; Pascarella, et al., 2004), this study suggests that the majority of first-generation 

students do receive moderate parental involvement despite their parents having lower 

educational experience. 

Parental involvement in this study was based on six school-related variables 

because earlier research highlighted that school influences were not often taken into 

account on parental involvement when examining college choice (L. Perna & Titus, 

2005).  This study tried to quantify parental involvement but by basing it on specific 

school-related variables, the study may have inadvertently neglected to include other 

pertinent parental involvement variables.  In particular, more attention should address 
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how much parents talk to their children about college and educational opportunities.  

Regardless of how parent involvement is defined, it will continue to remain a broad 

construct that is not always easily adaptable in educational aspiration studies. 

The final variable examined in the social capital block reviewed whether if parents 

had information about college played a significant role in educational aspirations.  Many 

first-generation students struggle in the college choice process since information 

typically conveyed from parents regarding the process is often not available since their 

parents do not have first-hand knowledge of the college choice process (Inkelas & 

McCarron, 2006).  The general assumption that first-generation students do not have 

information about college was proven incorrect in this study with more than one third of 

parents indicating that they did have information about college although their students 

were only in the ninth grade.  Furthermore, this study did support the notion that 

students whose parents did have information about college were significantly more 

likely to be confident in completing a bachelor’s degree and significantly more likely to 

indicate pursuing a college degree over being unsure (Bell, et al., 2009; Inkelas & 

McCarron, 2006).  These findings suggest that despite first-generation students coming 

from a disadvantaged situation where their parents lack experience in the college 

choice process, they can overcome this disadvantage if their parents gather information 

about college.  Future studies need to investigate why particular first-generation 

students’ parents are gathering information about college and others are not.  This 

information would assist more first-generation students in overcoming the 

disadvantages placed against them.   
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Social capital plays a key role in college choice and more specifically the 

development of degree aspirations of first-generation students.  Even as early as the 

ninth-grade, differences based on income level and parental college knowledge are 

present in first-generation students.  These findings highlight that not only does social 

capital influence first-generation student’s degree aspirations, but also that first-

generation students are not a monolithic group as often is presented in the extant 

literature.  It is apparent that Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model provides a 

sound framework to identify degree aspirations differences based on the varying levels 

of social capital seen in first-generation students. 

School Context 

The last block of variables investigated in this study were based on layer two from 

Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of college choice, which focuses on school 

and community context.  In addition to examining the location of the school, the school 

context aspect of this study also considered whether the student’s school had a 

counselor specifically focused on college readiness and if the school offered advanced 

placement (AP) courses.  Collectively, these three layers address the school context of 

the theoretical framework guiding this study and their role on the degree aspirations of 

first-generation students. 

In this study, students who attended a school located in a rural area were 

significantly more likely to be uncertain about their college plans than to indicate a 

preference for either completing a bachelor’s degree or only complete a high school 

education.  Therefore, this study appears to be consistent with previous research 

suggesting that students attending high schools in rural areas typically exhibit low 

educational expectations (Herzog & Pittman, 1995).  Furthermore, in comparison to 
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their peers at high schools located in urban or suburban settings, students in rural high 

schools have lower education aspirations (Karen, 2002).  First-generation students 

attend a variety of high schools, but it appears that first-generation students attending 

rural schools are even more disadvantaged than their peers attending suburban and city 

schools.   

School location may only be one factor that influences the educational aspirations 

of first-generation students.  For instance, a more nuanced look of the socioeconomic 

level of the school students attend indicates that this factor, in addition to the school 

location, influences whether students are likely to attend two or four-year institutions 

(Engberg & Wolniak, 2010).  This study intentionally excluded free lunch percentage as 

a measure of the socioeconomic status of the school a first-generation student attends 

since Harwell and LeBeau (2010) found that high school urbanicity is a better indicator 

of a school’s socioeconomic status.  Despite this finding, a more thorough analysis of 

first-generation students’ high schools’ socioeconomic level may provide more insight 

into whether or not it is the location or the socioeconomic status that is a larger 

influence on the educational aspirations of first-generation students. 

In addition to examining school location, this study also investigated whether or 

not having a counselor in a high school focused on college readiness significantly 

influenced degree aspirations.  The results of this study indicate that having a counselor 

focused on college readiness did not significantly influence degree aspirations but did 

significantly influence students’ confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree. More 

specifically, first-generation students who attended schools without a counselor focused 

on college readiness were significantly less confident in completing a bachelor’s degree.  
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These results are in conjunction with previous findings that first-generation students 

often rely on assistance from high school counselors when making educational 

decisions (Horn & Nunez, 2000; Saenz, et al., 2007).   

Other related factors may also have influenced the results of this study associated 

with the counselor readiness variable.  For example, many first-generation students 

attend schools that are under-funded and subsequently have counselors who must 

focus on more behavior-related issues versus postsecondary education preparation 

(McDonough, 1997).  In addition, the counselor related variable findings also may reflect 

the fact that students in this study are only ninth-grade students, so even if they had 

counselors focused on college readiness they may not be utilizing them for such 

purposes yet.  Counselors are a key influence in all students’ college choice process, 

but further analysis is necessary to see how counselors can most positively influence 

the college choice process for first-generation students. 

The final variable examined in this study focused on whether AP courses were 

offered at first-generation students’ high schools.  Prior research finds that first-

generation students often participate in a less rigorous curriculum then their peers 

(Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Warburton, et al., 2001) and subsequently students attending 

less rigorous high schools are more likely to exhibit lower aspirations for college 

degrees (Engberg & Wolniak, 2009, 2010; Hossler, et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997).  

Additionally, if students do not feel their schools are supporting their postsecondary 

aspirations, they are less likely to aspire to attend college (Pitre, 2006).   

Although research suggests that high schools offering a challenging curriculum 

provide positive influence on degree aspirations, this study found insignificant results 
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related specifically to AP course offerings.  Specifically, whether a school offered AP 

courses had no significant results on ninth-grade first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations or certainty in completing a bachelor’s degree.  While these findings seem to 

contradict prior research, AP courses are only one factor of students’ high school 

curriculum.  Most of the schools included in the analysis of this study indicated that they 

offered AP courses to their students, so a more comprehensive curriculum variable or 

combination of academic variables may find results that support previous research.    

 Examining the school context of the high schools that first-generation students 

attend is critical when studying the degree aspirations of first-generation students.  

While it is assumed that many first-generation students attend less funded, less 

challenging, and lower income schools, (Choy, 2001; Hamrick & Stage, 2004) this is not 

the case for all first-generation students and more importantly some of these factors 

may not directly influence first-generation students degree aspirations.  As more first-

generation students navigate the college choice process and enter postsecondary 

education, it is imperative to see how the role of schools influences college choice.  This 

study did find some support for Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model that areas 

such as school urbanicity and high school counselor focus influenced the college choice 

process of first-generation students.  This study only incorporated three school contexts 

variables as a result of the data used, but more robust and comprehensive school 

context variables should be considered in future studies.  

Final Reflection of Findings 

This study sought to examine the role of parental/guardian involvement on the 

degree aspirations of first-generation students with the context of a national 

representative sample.  The previous sections discussed the findings within the context 
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of the theoretical framework guiding this study, but there are overall themes that span 

across the regression blocks that warrant further discussion.  These themes will be 

addressed in this section.  

While the main focus of this study, parental involvement, was not found 

significantly related to either degree aspirations or the sub-question subject of 

confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree, these findings do not dismiss the 

importance of the role of parents in first-generation students’ college choice process.  In 

particular, students’ whose parents had information were significantly more likely to 

have clearer degree aspirations and confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree.  

Parental involvement is a broad construct that previously was not found significant in 

first-generation students’ degree aspiration development (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006), 

but has been repeatedly noted to be lower for first-generation students than their peers 

(Choy, 2001; McDonough, 1997; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella, et al., 

2004).  Parent involvement must be further examined to see what particular aspects of it 

do influence first-generation students degree aspirations. 

This study also highlights that not all first-generation students have limited parental 

involvement in their college choice process.  For example, less than ten percent of first-

generation students received no parental involvement, while the remaining first-

generation students received moderate or high parental involvement.  This suggests, 

along with other variables analyzed in this study, that first-generation students are not a 

monolithic group but rather a heterogeneous population.  In agreement with previous 

studies, this study highlights that not only are first-generation students a heterogeneous 

population, but that these differences within the group have significant influence on the 
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college choice process (Phinney, et al., 2005).  Furthermore, this study provides 

relevant information about potential factors that positively influence the pathways that 

first-generation students navigate to eventually enroll in postsecondary education.  

These findings contribute to an area of literature that had scant evidence previously 

(Gofen, 2009; Olive, 2008).   

A final finding from this study that contributes to the extant literature is the support 

of Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model in examining the degree aspirations of 

students or more specifically first-generation students.  Perna’s (2006) proposed 

conceptual model has been used in limited studies to date (Bergerson, 2009), but due 

to its inclusion of both economical and sociological factors it was expected to be 

suitable for this study.  The findings of this study support its relevance when studying 

first-generation students’ degree aspirations and the inclusion of the multitude of 

variables selected.  Furthermore the application of Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual 

model of college choice to this study supported findings in the current literature, while 

also providing new information to fill current gaps in the literature. 

In addition to reviewing general findings from this study, it is also important to note 

some limitations that were evident once the study was completed.  First, it was evident 

from the results indicating that parental involvement was not a significant influence on 

degree aspirations that the method to develop the parental involvement variable may 

have affected these results.  While prior research has used a similar method to develop 

a parental involvement variable (Tierney & Venegas, 2004), only selecting questions 

related to parental involvement with the school may have limited the findings on parents’ 

influence on students’ degree aspirations.  A second limitation that became evident after 
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the analyses was the limited role of academic variables included in this study.  More 

robust academic variables should be included in order to further examine the second 

layer of Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model, but for this study this was not 

feasible due to the number of questions with missing data.  Finally, the last limitation 

was the finding that surveying ninth-grade students about their degree aspirations may 

have resulted in many students not knowing their degree aspirations.  At such a young 

age many students are unsure and subsequently the results indicate that many students 

did not know their degree aspirations.  This result made it hard to compare students 

who were not sure about their future plans to those who aspired to earn a college 

degree or only a high school diploma. 

 Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this study was to present a discussion of the results provided in 

the previous chapter.  In addition, it reviewed the purpose of the study and the research 

questions while also explaining the contributions of this study.  The remainder of the 

chapter explored specific highlights of the findings of this study within the context of the 

modified theoretical model used.   

Specifically, the role of demographic characteristics, cultural capital, social capital, 

and school context were examined to determine their role on first-generation students’ 

degree aspirations and confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree.  While not every 

variable was significant for each model, this chapter highlighted key findings and 

addressed that numerous differences exist within the first-generation student 

population.  Furthermore, this chapter supported previous research suggesting that the 

first-generation population is a heterogeneous population and should not be treated aas 
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a monolithic group.  This chapter concluded with highlights of this study pertinent to the 

current literature and the theoretical framework used.   
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CHAPTER 6 
IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study investigated the role of parents on first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations and confidence in completing a bachelor’s degree.  This final chapter will 

first introduce key policy implications and then institutional recommendations related to 

first-generation students’ college choice process.  Next, suggestions for future research 

on this content area will be explored to assist in the continued examination of the unique 

experiences of first-generation students.  Finally, this chapter will close with final 

thoughts related to this study and the challenges that first-generation students must 

overcome to be successful in navigating the college choice process. 

Gaining access to postsecondary education is often seen as a gateway to a 

variety of other benefits, such as higher salaries and healthier lifestyles.  These 

assumptions are supported by previous findings.  In particular, individuals who 

completed a college degree in comparison to those who completed only a high school 

diploma earned over twenty thousand dollars more annually in salary (Baum, et al., 

2010).  In addition, recent evidence suggested that women twenty-five years or older 

who earned a high school diploma were less likely to be obese than comparable age 

women who had less than a high school diploma.  Furthermore, adults who earned at 

most a high school diploma were three times more likely to smoke than adults who 

earned at least a bachelor’s degree (NCHS, 2012).  These findings highlight the 

advantages that emerge when people continue their education beyond the high school 

level and complete a college degree and emphasize the importance of assisting first-

generation students in pursuing college degrees. 
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 Although first-generation students are increasing their numbers in postsecondary 

education (Choy, 2001; Strayhorn, 2006), they still exhibit a variety of struggles while 

trying to gain access to postsecondary education.  In particular, first-generation students 

continue to demonstrate lower degree aspirations than many of their non-first-

generation peers (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Saenz, et al., 2007).  This may suggest that 

early in the process of exploring postsecondary education first-generation students are 

already questioning their ability to not only earn a college degree but also enroll in a 

postsecondary institution.  This study highlighted characteristics and other factors that 

positively influenced degree aspirations for first-generation students and subsequently 

provide context for policy and institutional practice recommendations to improve the 

opportunity for first-generation students to enroll in postsecondary institutions and 

eventually earn college degrees. 

Implications for Policy and Institutional Practice 

This study generated numerous suggestions for policy implications relevant to the 

development of first-generation students’ degree aspirations.  In particular, one of the 

most significant findings highlighted that first-generation students, who are often already 

disadvantaged since their parents do not have first-hand experience of the college 

process, greatly benefit when they have accurate information about the college choice 

process.  To facilitate the ability for first-generation students and their parents to gather 

accurate information about the college choice process, it is imperative for a college 

going culture to be in place at the students’ respective high schools.  Past research has 

highlighted that students who are in schools where going to college, especially four-year 

institutions, is the norm are more likely to pursue college opportunities (Engberg & 

Wolniak, 2009, 2010; Hossler, et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997).  Therefore, the policy 
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implications based on the findings of this study will focus on developing a college going 

culture to assist first-generation students in gaining critical knowledge about the college 

choice process and in the development of educational aspirations.  Five policy 

recommendations will be presented: 

 State and local policy requiring financial aid information to be disbursed 

 District policy requiring additional funds for rural schools 

 School policy focused on administrator/teacher college knowledge 

 School policy regulating strength of schedule/curriculum offered 

 Individual policy focused on parents/students gathering relevant college 
information 

In addition to describing policy recommendations, this section will also discuss 

institutional practices that should be introduced to assist first-generation in gathering 

college information and developing degree aspirations.  These institutional practices will 

support the idea of creating a college going culture in high schools with the intention of 

educating first-generation students on the college choice process so that they are able 

to make more informed decisions about their future aspirations.  Five institutional 

practices will be discussed based on the audience that is involved and will also 

complement the policy recommendations previously discussed: 

 District level focused on developing college preparation programs for key schools 

 School level focused on teachers attending workshops developed by counselors 

 Individual level focused on parents attending annual college information session 
hosted by high school 

 Individual level focused on students participating in college preparation programs 

 School level focused on partnering with college administrators 
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Policy Recommendations  

This study highlighted that when parents and first-generation students had 

information about college they were more likely to be confident in completing a college 

degree and aspire to purse a college degree.  In addition, past research has specifically 

noted that first-generation students often lack information related to the costs of 

attending postsecondary institutions (Hsiao, 1992; L. Perna, 2004; York-Anderson & 

Bowman, 1991).  In order to improve the likelihood of first-generation students and their 

parents gathering correct information regarding the financial obligations to attend 

postsecondary institutions, I suggest that a policy be put in place at the state level to 

mandate that all ninth-grade students and their parents receive college costs 

information when they start the school year.  While past college preparation programs 

have provided information regarding financial aid and costs, the discussion is usually 

limited in scope (Tierney & Venegas, 2004).  This highlights the need for a more 

regulated process in order to disburse this information more widely to first-generation 

students and their parents. 

This information can be disbursed to students in school and to parents at either 

parent meetings or conferences.  The information provided to parents and students 

should focus on big picture costs and not the complex details that may overwhelm 

people.  For example, the information may be a one-page document that lists the 

average costs of a community college, public four-year institution, and private four-year 

institution that are located nearby to each school.  The costs should highlight what the 

listed tuition is and additional costs are but also what the average students pays out of 

pocket when grants and financial aid are taken into consideration.  In addition, schools 

should provide a clear overview on the types of financial aid often available to students.   
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The second policy recommendation is focused on the need to provide rural 

schools with additional funds to assist in areas relevant to the college choice process.  

Rural schools that typically graduate high-performing students indicated that this 

success is often related to the support of the surrounding community (Barley & Beesley, 

2007).  One mechanism to support rural schools is to provide them with additional funds 

that are broadly focused on implementing a college going culture. 

This policy suggests that all schools that are found to have a low number of 

students pursuing postsecondary institutions immediately following the completion of 

their high school education should receive financial resources that will assist in the 

college choice process for all students.  These funds would need to be regulated closely 

since the district would need to decide how each school should use these funds.  For 

instance, some rural schools may be lacking a counselor focused on college readiness 

so those schools would receive funding to pay for the salary of a college counselor.  

Each school would have to be evaluated before receiving the funds to determine how 

the funds will be best utilized.  Additionally, it will be critical to do annual assessments to 

see if the additional funds are making an impact on the number of students pursuing 

postsecondary institutions.  

The next two policies focus on implementing regulations at the school level.  First, 

research has consistently shown that first-generation students attend schools where 

their teachers are under-prepared (Hamrick & Stage, 2004); however, first-generation 

students often rely on these teachers for sources of accurate college information since 

their parents do not have first-hand experience of the college experience (Horn & 

Nunez, 2000; Saenz, et al., 2007).  In order for teachers and counselors to be informed 
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about the college choice process and be able to communicate this information to their 

students, schools must introduce a policy of requiring all teachers and counselors at the 

high school level to participate in college knowledge workshops.  The time commitment 

and focus for these trainings would need to be determined by the individual schools but 

this policy must be strictly enforced.  While schools may already have counselors 

specifically focused on college readiness, first-generation students may also seek out 

the advice of other teachers who may not be as knowledgeable about the college 

choice process.  

The second school-related policy is related to the curriculum that students are 

offered or provided.  Similar to having teachers who are often under-prepared, first-

generation students may also be at high schools were there are limited course offerings 

(Hamrick & Stage, 2004).  These limited course offerings may prove to be an 

impediment to students’ future education success since first-generation students who 

enroll in more advanced, rigorous coursework are more likely to stay enrolled in college 

than first-generations students who only took regular courses (Trotter, 2001).  To that 

end, schools must be required to offer advanced courses for their students, which is 

also critical to developing a college going culture (Corwin & Tierney, 2007). 

 While many high schools first-generation students attend are underfunded 

(Hamrick & Stage, 2004), schools must work within their districts to find methods to 

challenge their students academically even if they cannot offer the advanced courses 

due to low enrollment or limited resources.  These methods should be readily available 

to all eligible students.  Additionally, all students should be evaluated regularly to see if 

they belong in these courses.  This policy will create opportunities for all students, 
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regardless of the school they attend, to take advantage of advanced courses that will 

challenge their intellectual abilities and prepare them for future educational aspirations. 

 The final policy recommendation is related to whether or not parents and first-

generation students gather college information.  While first-generation students’ parents 

do not have first-hand college experience, this study highlighted that when parents do 

gather information their children are more likely to be confident in completing a 

bachelor’s degree and aspire to pursue a college degree.  Extant literature has 

continuously highlighted that parents play a significant role in the development of 

students’ educational aspirations and the successful navigation of the college choice 

process (Chapman, 1981; Flint, 1992; Hossler, et al., 1989).  In particular, early in the 

college choice process parents have the largest influence on their children’s degree 

aspirations (Chapman, 1981), so it is pivotal during that time that parents provide 

necessary information to their children about postsecondary education options.  In order 

to improve the likelihood of parents gathering this information, a policy should be put in 

place that mandates that parents must be required to attend an information session at 

their child’s high school about the college choice process.  

 Enacting such a requirement will entail the assistance of a variety of constituents 

but the benefits of mandating that all parents receive college choice process information 

may prove invaluable to students, especially those whose parents would not otherwise 

gather college information.  The information provided to parents should be an 

introduction to the steps required to attend postsecondary institutions and what 

opportunities are often available to students who complete some type of postsecondary 

degree.   
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Institutional Practices 

The policy recommendations provide the foundation to assist high schools in 

developing a college going culture, but further guidance regarding the implementation of 

these policies is necessary.  To complement the previous policy recommendations the 

following institutional practices will be introduced with many of them complementing the 

policy recommendations.  While it is not possible to provide a complete step by step 

plan for the institutional practices, high school administrators can use the following 

recommendations to start developing programs that will assist first-generation students 

in more clearly understanding the college choice process and considering what options 

are available to them after they finish high school.  Each school will be able to use these 

recommendations to implement practices that will fit their current needs.   

The first institutional practice focuses on school districts recognizing the 

importance of developing a college going culture throughout all schools located in the 

district and working with schools who currently do not have a college going culture.  In 

particular, districts must identify schools that are not currently embracing a college 

going culture and provide support to them to develop a college preparation program.  

Specifically, schools, especially those in rural locations or that are underfunded, may 

need to develop programs that introduce first-generation students to the college choice 

process and provide opportunities for them to interact with others on a regular basis to 

discuss college.  These interactions should be with fellow classmates, teachers, and 

counselors.  In particular, teacher and counselors already act as a source of guidance 

to many first-generation students for the college choice process (Horn & Nunez, 2000; 

Saenz, et al., 2007), but this process should become more formalized in schools.   
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In order to develop these programs, the districts must evaluate all their schools 

and determine which schools are struggling with assisting first-generation students and 

subsequently provide them with the necessary funds to develop college preparation 

programs.  In addition to variety of interactions that should occur in the college 

preparation programs, the district should introduce regularly scheduled college 

information sessions for all students but students from key schools (i.e. rural, 

underfunded) should be required to attend these sessions. These sessions may discuss 

not only information regarding potential postsecondary options but also information 

related to the application process.  Previous college enrollment programs that were 

mandated by the government often focused on providing financial support to students 

who pursued college opportunities but failed to provide information about the process to 

actually apply and enroll at postsecondary institutions (L. Perna, Rowan-Kenyon, Bell, 

Thomas, & Li, 2008).  By developing programs at the district level schools will provide 

more focused programs that will meet the unique needs of their students rather than a 

general program that may not apply to the students in that particular school.  

Additionally, introducing this program at the district level will demonstrate the school 

district’s commitment to developing a college going culture. 

The second institutional practice is related to the previous school policy focused 

on requiring all teachers and administrators to develop college knowledge.  In order for 

a school to introduce such a policy, though, they must have a program in place to 

deliver the college knowledge to their teachers and administrators.  All schools should 

regularly assess the college knowledge of their teachers and administrators with the 

assistance of counselors who focus on college readiness.  Utilizing counselors who 
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have a strong foundation in college knowledge and identifying weak knowledge areas of 

the teachers and administrators will allow schools to develop targeted programs that will 

fit each school’s needs.  The first year of the program would be spent on introducing 

basic college knowledge, such as deadlines and requirements for the college 

application cycle.  As the school establishes a solid foundation of college knowledge 

that teachers and administrators fully understand, more advanced topics could be 

covered.  For instance, since many first-generation students lack information about the 

costs to attend postsecondary institutions (Hsiao, 1992; L. Perna, 2004; York-Anderson 

& Bowman, 1991), more advanced workshops could train teachers and administrators 

about the nuances of the financial aid opportunities, as well as the application process.   

In order to fit these college knowledge-teaching programs into schedules that may 

already be quite busy, administrators should allow these programs to occur as part of 

staff meetings.  For instance, administrators may decide that the first teacher meeting of 

every month will include some aspect of educating their teachers about college 

knowledge.  By providing these college knowledge-teaching programs during regularly 

scheduled meetings, teachers will not have to commit extra time and also will recognize 

the commitment that their school is making to this subject.  It is not expected that 

teachers will replace the role of counselors to assist first-generation students with the 

college choice process, but since many first-generation students do rely on teachers for 

college information teachers should have a basic foundation of college knowledge. 

Just as the policy recommendations included a focus on developing policies 

related to parents and students, the next two institutional practices highlight the need for 

schools to develop practices incorporating parents and students.  First, in regards to 
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parents, it is imperative that they receive accurate college knowledge in a timely 

fashion.  In order to facilitate the implementation of the policy requiring parents to attend 

an annual information session regarding the college choice process, teachers and 

schools must develop programs that fit the unique needs of parents.  In particular, 

schools should have meetings available at different times for working parents, at a 

convenient location, and also using technology to provide alternative methods to 

disseminate information (Graham-Clay, 2005).   

By providing meetings that are not restricted to one night in a lecture style manner, 

more parents of first-generation students may be able to gather accurate information 

from teachers and counselors and subsequently pass this information along to their 

children.  Teachers and counselors at high schools must be willing to consider 

alternative methods of instruction to allow a wider variety of parents to attend meetings 

and more importantly to gather information about college.  Additionally, it will be 

important for teachers and counselors to carefully note which parents have attended the 

information sessions, so that they can follow up with parents who have not gathered the 

college knowledge information.   

In regards to students gathering accurate college knowledge, programs should be 

developed in the school system that facilitate the exchange of information between 

counselors, teachers, and students regarding the college choice process.  This 

institutional practice complements the policy recommendation to introduce college 

preparation programs at schools that need additional assistance, such as rural schools.  

In order for students to fully gather college information, schools must embrace a college 

going culture and incorporate all students into the program at an early age.  A college 
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going culture supports behaviors that relate to preparing for and applying to college and 

while programs are often found in specialized areas of high schools, such as magnet 

programs, they should ideally be accessible to all students (Corwin & Tierney, 2007).  

In order for students to successfully participate in college preparation programs, 

schools must consistently provide encouragement for them to attend program sessions.  

Additionally, these programs should start when students first enter high school and no 

later than the ninth grade since students’ degree aspirations are often developed 

between the eighth and tenth grade (Hossler, et al., 1999).  First-generation students 

must be provided guidance and support to become fully engaged members of these 

college preparation programs since they cannot rely on their parents for first-hand 

college knowledge (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  This encouragement can come from 

teachers and counselors but also from the school providing time and structured 

programs for first-generation students to gather college knowledge.  It is imperative for 

first-generation students to gather college knowledge early in order to develop informed 

educational aspirations.   

Finally, the last institutional practice that is recommended is to develop 

partnerships between high schools and colleges.  In particular, high schools should 

work with both their local community two-year and public four-year institutions to have 

representatives come in to their school on a regular basis to not only share information 

about their respective institutions but to also provide guidance about the college choice 

process and the employment opportunities available to those students who attend their 

institutions.  Counselors in each respective high school should develop these 

partnerships with local postsecondary institutions and maintain these relationships 
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through regular meetings.  While some high schools may already have representatives 

from the local postsecondary institutions regularly visiting to provide information about 

their institution, the counselor should work with the representative to develop a more 

education based workshop that will assist students on the college choice process.  

Additionally, college representatives may provide expertise and information to high 

school counselors and their students that will assist all students in the college choice 

process (Corwin & Tierney, 2007). 

Schools that are committed to developing a solid college going culture that 

provides first-generation students with college information must be willing to overcome 

particular challenges that are often seen in high schools struggling to develop college 

going cultures.  Namely, all levels of the school must be willing to commit to developing 

a systematic college going culture.  Additionally, schools and their respective districts 

must seek out additional resources to assist in the process of developing a college 

going culture (Corwin & Tierney, 2007).  By developing a college going culture, schools 

will provide an environment that will assist all students, not just first-generation students, 

in recognizing that college is an opportunity available to students from a variety of 

backgrounds.   

The policy recommendations and institutional recommendations discussed here 

highlight key areas that must be developed in order for schools to provide assistance to 

all students, but especially first-generation students who based on this study have a 

variety of disadvantages placed against them.  It is critical to note that while it may be 

ideal for all these recommendations to be implemented on a widespread basis, I 

recognize that costs may prohibit the implementations of them in many areas.  To 
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address limited funds, districts and schools should assess which recommendations 

would be most meaningful and implement the recommendations that would have the 

largest impact.  While it may not be possible for every policy and practice to be fully 

implemented, schools that strive to develop a college going culture will greatly assist 

their first-generation students in learning about the college choice process.   

Future Research 

Differences exist within the first-generation student population related to college 

plans depending on demographics and other characteristics (Olive, 2008; Phinney, et 

al., 2005), but limited information explores this group as a heterogeneous population.  

Additionally, a dearth of evidence exists discussing the preparation methods first-

generation students utilize when trying to gain access to postsecondary education 

institutions (Gofen, 2009).  While this study provided insight on the within group 

differences of first-generation students, further research is necessary to better 

understand first-generation students’ degree aspirations and the pathways they take to 

gain access to postsecondary institutions.   

There are three main areas that need further research to strengthen the 

understanding of first-generation students’ degree aspirations.  First, the school context 

needs a larger emphasis in future studies examining first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations.  Second, the role of parents on first-generation students’ degree aspirations 

needs to be more clearly defined and understood.  Finally, some methodological 

modifications should be made to strengthen future studies. 

School Context 

This study used a modified model of Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of 

college choice to examine the role of school context on degree aspirations of first-
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generation students.  While this relatively new theoretical framework has been tested 

only in limited research (Bergerson, 2009), it was relevant for school context because it 

incorporates ideas of school resources and support.  While this study did find that 

school urbanicity influenced degree aspirations, future studies that use a different 

dataset need to expand the number of school context variables that are included. 

The first variable that may want to be included in future studies is the 

socioeconomic status of the school that first-generation students are attending.  While 

past research suggested that school urbanicity was a better indicator of a school’s 

socioeconomic status than the percentage of students receiving free lunch (Harwell & 

LeBeau, 2010), other research has used a more clearly defined socioeconomic status 

variable using a dollar amount (Engberg & Wolniak, 2010).  Future studies should 

consider using the percentage of students on free lunch or a dollar amount to define the 

socioeconomic status of the school a first-generation student is attending.  This variable 

can be used in conjunction with the urbanicity variable to gain a better idea of the role of 

a school’s location and socioeconomic status on first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations.  

The second area that needs to be further explored related to the role of school 

context on first-generation students’ degree aspirations is the academic background of 

students.  This study did not incorporate students’ grade point averages or standardized 

test results since students were only in the fall of their ninth-grade year and that data 

was not available in the dataset used.  Extant research continuously highlights how first-

generation students typically display lower grade point averages and standardized tests 

than their non-first-generation peers (Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Chen, 2005; Hahs-
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Vaughn, 2004; Penrose, 2002; Riehl, 1994), but research does not investigate if all first-

generation students exhibit these same characteristics.  Future studies should expand 

on the inclusion of academic-related variables to see if differences exist in the first-

generation student population and also if particular characteristics play a role on first-

generation students’ degree aspirations. 

The final area that should be examined within the school context layer of Perna’s 

(2006) proposed model of college choice is the curriculum that first-generation students 

enroll in while in high school.  In particular, first-generation students often take less 

rigorous coursework than their peers (Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Pascarella, et al., 2004; 

Warburton, et al., 2001), which may influence their ability to be aptly prepared to attend 

postsecondary institutions or develop degree aspirations.  This study only included 

whether a school offered advanced placement courses but did not examine the 

differences between students who participated in the advanced placement courses and 

those who did not.  Further exploration on the type of curriculum that first-generation 

students enroll in may provide insight into how many first-generation students do take a 

rigorous curriculum in high school and if that curriculum influences degree aspirations.  

Parent Involvement 

The main variable of interest for this study was parental involvement and was 

designed by combining six questions asking parents how they were involved with their 

child’s school.  This method was chosen since prior research suggested that college 

choice models did not address how parents were involved with their child’s school (L. 

Perna & Titus, 2005) and the survey used in this study provided specific questions 

related to parent involvement with the school.  This study did not find significant results 

related to this particular variable and student degree aspirations, but studies should 



 

157 

continue to examine parental involvement since it is often found to be a positive 

influence on students’ college choice process (Hoover-Dempsey & Sander, 1995; 

Hossler, et al., 1989; Hossler & Stage, 1992; Smith & Fleming, 2006). 

One of the most difficult aspects of including parental involvement in studies is the 

process of defining it.  Extant research often uses a quantitative variable as this study 

utilized and may measure parent involvement in the amount of time parents spend with 

their children (Horn & Chen, 1998; L. Perna, 2000a; L. Perna & Titus, 2005).  Future 

research should consider first conducting a qualitative study to understand what types 

of involvement first-generation students’ parent have with their children.  Their 

involvement related to the college choice process may vary from parents who have a 

college degree, so further exploration is necessary.  Once there is a clearer 

understanding of how parents interact with first-generation students a quantitative 

measure may be utilized in studies that will better measure the levels of involvement.   

This study did find significant results based on whether or not parents had college 

admissions information.  This finding is critical since one definition of parental 

involvement focuses on whether parents had discussions with their children about 

college (Hossler, et al., 1999); however, if parents do not have information about college 

how likely is it that they can have an educated discussion about college with their 

children?  Future studies may consider investigating how parents who do not have first-

hand experience with the college choice process are collecting their college information, 

so that suggestions can be made to parents who currently are not gathering any college 

information. 
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Methodological Modifications 

The final area to be discussed in regards to future research will address some 

methodological modifications that could strengthen the study and provide more robust 

insights regarding the aspirations of first-generation students.  Every study inherently 

has limitations as a result of the data being used and the knowledge of the researcher, 

but exploring ways to minimize these limitations will improve results and provide more 

accurate assessments of the problem being studied.  For future studies on the 

educational aspirations of first-generation students, there are three main methodological 

modifications that should be considered:  survey used, type of data, and time points 

analyzed.   

First, this study used the HSLS:09 dataset and was subsequently limited to the 

questions included in the survey.  While the HSLS:09 dataset includes surveys 

administered to students, teachers, parents, and counselors, the questions included in 

the survey were not developed to study degree aspirations.  Future studies should 

consider using an alternative survey or developing one that is focused on the nuances 

that have emerged from previous studies on first-generation students.  The HSLS:09 

dataset was an effective survey for this study but a more robust study that is focused on 

students’ degree aspirations and their interactions with parents would be more suitable 

and may provide more insights into first-generation students’ degree aspirations.    

As previously noted, using quantitative data is the norm when examining college 

choice and parent involvement (L. Perna, 2006), but by only incorporating quantitative 

data the results may not indicate the whole story.  There is a dearth of evidence on the 

college choice process for first-generation students (Gofen, 2009; Thayer, 2000), 

particularly on why some first-generation students are successful navigating the college 
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choice process and others are not.  Further research needs to focus on the reasons 

why first-generation students choose to pursue postsecondary education and the 

methods they used to successfully enroll in postsecondary institutions.  To examine 

these areas, qualitative research may be best suited to gain this background information 

and then eventually these results can be translated into a more appropriate quantitative 

methodology. 

The final methodological modification that future research should include is 

including more than one time point in the study.  This study analyzed information that 

was gathered in the fall of students’ ninth-grade year of high school, so students are still 

early in their high school education.  Although aspirations are typically solidified 

between eighth and tenth grade (Hossler, et al., 1999), students may change and this 

should be further examined.  Additionally, previous research has highlighted how it is 

important to follow students over a longer period of time and see how their aspirations 

match up to what they actually accomplished (Inkelas & McCarron, 2006).  The 

HSLS:09 will be administered again to students when they are in the eleventh grade, 

twelfth grade, and two years after they finish high school.  The data collected from these 

surveys would allow future research to determine if first-generation students’ degree 

aspirations are related to their actual enrollment.  

Closing Words 

Approximately one third of all children enrolled in elementary and secondary 

education in the United States have parents with only a high school diploma or less 

(Aud et al., 2012).  With such a large number of students still coming from families with 

parents without first-hand experience of the college choice process and President 

Obama urging more people to earn a postsecondary degree, additional policies and 
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programs must be put in place in elementary and secondary schools for first-generation 

students to learn about postsecondary options and steps needed to enroll in 

postsecondary institutions.  Researchers must continue to fill the current gaps in the 

literature about first-generation students’ college choice process in order to assist 

practitioners and policymakers in developing these critical policies and programs.   
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