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ABSTRACT 
 

This study examined the use of information sources in college choice processing 

of historically-under-represented students from four different types of colleges who 

traditionally have not been studied in previous research.  Historically under-represented 

types of students included students who were older than 24 years of age, African-

Americans, Latinos, and low SES.  The four types of colleges included a traditional 

public university, public community college, proprietary university, and proprietary 

college.  Students from similar college programs of study were surveyed regarding their 

demographics to determine their categorization as historically under-represented and their 

use of information sources.  Administrators from the selected colleges were interviewed 

and surveyed.  Five students from each college were then interviewed.  While most 

college choice processing research and the development of models are based on 

traditional college students, this study demonstrated that historically under-represented 

students generally utilize information sources and perform their college choice processing 

differently from traditional college students.  These differences question the applicability 

of college choice processing models, such as Hossler and Gallagher’s three stage model, 

without revisions.  These revisions include redefinition of the stages and how they are 

executed in order to embrace the lack of college choices of historically under-represented 

students due to their lack of college informational motivators.  The use of alternate 

information sources by historically-under-represented students and their motivational 

impact that differ from those utilized by traditional college students demonstrated the 

need to employ these sources within traditional colleges in order to increase college 

access for historically-under-represented students.  This includes the utilization of non-
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traditional college informational motivators, such as the media, spouses, employers, and 

children, access to college informational motivators for students and their parents at all 

levels of schooling, and greater college access for older adults/parents.  This study 

provided evidence that historically-underrepresented students still experience deficiencies 

in their access to college due to their lack of access to traditional information sources and 

their resulting compensation by utilizing alternative sources which were motivational as 

well as informational.   



19 

CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 Throughout the late twentieth century in America, equal opportunity has been 

associated with the opportunity for all to attend college which is equated with success 

(Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999; Heller, 1997).  President Clinton affirmed this 

association of college providing opportunities for success, for “education is the fault line, 

the great Continental Divide between those who will prosper and those who will not in 

the new economy” (Geske & Cohn, 1998).  Clark (1960) described this well for “to deny 

access to college is to deny equal opportunity” (p.574). Therefore, college access lies at 

the “most basic of our values that every child should have the opportunity to become all 

that he or she is capable of becoming” (Lewis, 2000, p. 576).  In America, the provision 

of equal opportunity for all to attend college means the development and application of a 

higher educational system that can meet the varying needs of a highly diverse and 

disadvantaged student population, including minorities, women, the poor, and older-aged, 

for the “basic premise of public postsecondary education throughout the 20th century [is 

that] education [is] a major vehicle for those who have been disadvantaged for societal 

circumstances” (Tierney, 1997, p. 175).  Thomas Jefferson affirmed the value in this 

country for education for all types of students, “democracy wouldn’t work unless poor 

but worthy students had access to a quality education” (Marklein, 2004, p.1).  In 

twentieth century America, a college education has become valued as the great provider 

of equal opportunity for career and personal success for all.  

 In this study, a historical perspective of the development of college access, 

models, and influences on college choice processing will be examined.  College choice 
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processing has been a major focus throughout the twentieth century due to limitations 

that students have encountered and, in particular, the under-representation of certain 

groups of students, including women, ethnicities, older-aged, and low SES.  Although 

some educational and legislative efforts were made in the first half of the 1900s, it was in 

the second half that policies and strategies were adopted which changed college access 

for historically under-represented (HUR) students.  Models were created to explain the 

college choice processing of students; however, most of this research typically studied 

traditional high school students who went to college immediately after finishing high 

school, so the models didn’t necessarily reflect the college choice processing of 

historically under-represented students who chose a different route to college than the 

traditional college.  Various reasons have been presented in past research for why some 

students did not process their college choices traditionally which focused on institutional 

characteristics of colleges, student characteristics, and social/cultural capital.   There has 

also been some focus on information sources but these have been limited in their focus on 

students who go to college immediately after finishing high school.   In contrast, this 

study examined the influence of information sources on the college choice processing of 

HUR students across a wide variety of colleges.   

 

Historical Overview of College Access and Choices 

 To provide equal opportunity for college for all groups of students, a policy of 

“open-door admission to public-supported colleges” (Clark, 1960) was promoted 

throughout the 1900’s.  “Open access” to college was first promoted by the Morrill Act in 

1862.   With the push in the early 1900’s to provide college access for the masses, 
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community colleges were established and were seen as the most effective democratizing 

agent in higher education (Dougherty, 1992; Thelin, 2004).  Despite these policies, “less 

than 20 percent of all high school graduates went on to college” (Kinzie et al, 2004, p. 

40) in the first half of the twentieth century and these students were the privileged upper 

class.   

In the mid 1900’s and into the latter half, circumstances began to change and 

additional legislation and policies promoted college access for the masses by providing 

access to college, particularly for minorities, women, and low-SES.  “Access to higher 

education became an important component of the public policy agenda” (Kinzie et al, 

2004, p. 40).  One of the first was the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (GI Bill) 

after World War II which provided financial assistance for veterans to attend college and 

resulted in large numbers of veterans attending college who otherwise could not have.  

Later, President Lyndon Johnson signed the Higher Education Act of 1965 in which the 

government committed to “serious efforts to dismantle state-enforced segregation” 

(Bowen & Bok, 1998, p.6) with the purpose that “a high school senior anywhere in this 

great land of ours can apply to any college or any university in any of the 50 states and 

not be turned away because his family is poor” (Advisory Committee on Student 

Financial Assistance, 2002, p.ii).  This Act provided governmental financial support to 

students through the Educational Opportunity Grant program (EOG), the Guaranteed 

Student Loan Program and the College Work-Study program (Heller, 2002, p. 229), and 

later additional monies were provided by the Basic Educational Opportunities Grant in 

1972.  The second half of the twentieth century brought various changes through 

legislation and policies that promoted access for HUR students.  
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 Several commissions were established in the mid 1900’s which produced 

significant reports and recommendations that directly influenced open access for the 

masses with emphasis on HUR students, such as minorities, women, and low-SES.   In 

1946, President Truman appointed a special commission on higher education, known as 

the Zook’s Commission that called for greater college access for the masses with 

emphasis on HUR students.  The Supreme Court case, Brown v Board of Education, 

reinforced open access to college in that schools could no longer uphold segregation. 

Although this was not enforced immediately, it did contribute to the civil rights 

movement and in the 1960s colleges began admitting more minorities.  Following the 

momentum of “open access” for minorities, in the “late 1960s and early 1970s…led 

many colleges to place an emphasis on recruiting truly disadvantaged students from the 

ghettos” (Bowen & Bok, 1998, p. 7).  Another report in 1971, the Newman Report, 

recommended that higher education needed to change and provide for “equality for 

women [and] expanding minority access” (Thelin, 2004, p. 320).  With these legislations, 

reports, and commissions, college access for African-Americans, Latinos, women, and 

low SES began to increase.  In 1960, the “percentage [of African-Americans] graduating 

from college rose from 1.6 to 5.4 percent” within a twenty year period (Bowers & Bok, 

1998).  The history of “open access” to college for the masses has been a prominent 

theme throughout the twentieth century in America and has been actualized through 

many government policies, programs, reports, and financing in the later half of the 

century.   



23 

 

Historical Under-Representation of Students 

 Despite numerous efforts in America to provide equal opportunity (“open 

access”) to college for all groups of students, research indicates that college choices have 

been limited for many students and, in particular, for certain groups of students (Hurtado 

et al 2002; Melendez and Suarez 2001, Oakes et al 2000; Perna 2000, McPherson and 

Schapiro 1998; Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2001; and Kane 

1999).  This under-representation is evidenced in historically lower enrollment at four-

year colleges, lower retention rates, and greater enrollment in proprietary schools and 

community colleges.   Some researchers are critical of the over-representation of certain 

groups of students at non-traditional colleges and term this “diversion” or “cooling out” 

(Brint & Karabel, 1989; Clark, 1960) and describe it as detrimental for students. College 

choice processing for HUR students has been a prominent issue within higher education 

due to lower enrollments of some HUR students in four-year degree programs, over-

representation of HUR students at non-traditional colleges, increasing importance of 

postsecondary education for careers, increasing tuition, and decreasing financial aid. 

(Hurtado et al 2002; McPherson and Schapiro 1998; Gildersleeve 2003, Dougherty 

1992).    

 Research has demonstrated that certain type of students who have experienced 

under-representation have historically included African Americans, Latinos, Native-

Americans,  low-SES, and older-aged students due to limitations on access to information 

sources that provide social and cultural capital for college choice processing. Definitions 

of HUR students for the purpose of this study are based on definitions from previous 
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research, although these definitions have certainly fluctuated with changes in higher 

education throughout the nineteenth century. For this study, HUR students are defined as 

low SES (less than $20,000), ethnic minorities (African Americans, Latinos, and 

American Indians), women, and older than 24 (Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; 

Melendez & Suarez, 2001; Freeman, 2006; Gildersleeve, 2003; Advisory Committee on 

Student Financial Assistance, 2001; Schuetze & Slowey, 2006). Previous research has 

shown that college choice processing for these students has been historically limited 

(Hurtado et al 1997; Hamrick and Stage 1998; Bean & Metzner 1985; Cabrera & LaNasa 

2000; and Tinto 2002) and is linked to a lack of college information sources, limited 

educational opportunities, and a lack of success in school (Hossler, Schmit and Vesper, 

1999;, Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Goff, Patino & Jackson, 2004; and Braxton, 1990).  

 Various researchers affirmed the limitations on college access for HUR students.  

Perna found that “racial, class, and gendered social structures and cultural norms restrict 

educational attainment for minority students” (p. 120). Reutter reinforced this with 

findings from the Pell Institute that “most low-income teens never consider attending a 

four-year college, most avoid more expensive colleges, and the majority never earn a 

bachelor’s degree” (Reutter, 2004, p. 1).  This translates into 48 percent of college-

qualified, low-income high school graduates being prevented from attending a four-year 

degree college, or over 400,000 college-qualified students, due to their lack of 

information sources for college (Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 

2002).  Leslie and Brinkman (1988) and Tinto (2004) found that lower SES students, 

students from less educated families, and minorities have limited access to college and 

these students generally did not attend traditional college or attended two-year degree 
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programs or proprietary schools.  The Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in 

Higher Education recently confirmed this and found that only 7 percent of low-income 

students earned a bachelor’s degree in comparison to 52 percent of high-income students 

by the age of 24 (Reutter, 2004).  Likewise, research has demonstrated that minorities 

have been historically under-represented at four-year colleges (Pope, 2003 and Perna, 

2000) with “72 percent of all college students white, 10 percent African-American, 8 

percent Latino, 6 percent Asian and 1 percent American Indian” (Saunders and Bauer, 

1998, p. 8).  Apling (1993) confirmed this in his findings that twice as many minorities, 

three times as many poor students, and ten percent more women attended a proprietary 

school rather than a public college. Older students have also been under-represented with 

students older than 24 typically under-represented at the traditional four-year colleges 

with increasing numbers at proprietary schools and community colleges (Bean & 

Metzner 1985; Munday, 1976).  Research today clearly demonstrates that college choice 

processing for HUR students has been limited as evidenced in their under-representation 

at traditional colleges and over-representation at non-traditional colleges despite the 

provision of access for these students being a major policy of colleges for the past 

century within America.    

 

College Choice Models 

 College choice models were developed from the studies of traditional high school 

students.  The models focus on stages with the most popular model developed by Hossler 

and Gallagher.  Their three-stage model consists of an initial stage of decision-making 

(Predisposition), with linear progression to the second stage of recruitment (Search), and 
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culmination in the selection (Choice) of a college. Research on college choice models has 

typically focused on traditional high school students and has not explored the 

applicability of the models to non-traditional HUR students. 

 College choice research has focused primarily on models that study the 

“postsecondary aspirations of high school graduating classes” (Hossler et al, 1982, p. 

248) by examining the college choice processing of high school students who attended 

college immediately after completing high school (Litten & Brodigan, 1982; Paulsen, 

1990; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Murphy, 1981).  Somers et al (2006) confirms 

this for “most of the research on college choice focuses on recent high school graduates 

who attend four-year college or universities” (p. 55).  Past research has consisted 

primarily of empirical studies that focused on the development of the desire to attend 

college with examination of how school characteristics and student attributes of high 

school students influenced their choice to attend a college immediately after finishing 

high school.  The focus in the research was on  how “family background, academic 

performance, peers, and other high school experiences influence the development of post-

high school educational plans” (Hossler, Schmit and Vesper, 1999, p. 9).    

This focus on high school seniors in the research, however, is not representative 

of the processing of college choices by HUR of students across a variety of 

postsecondary institutions for they do not have equal access to information sources that 

traditional students have and, therefore, may have limited college choices.  (Hossler et al, 

1982).  As Bradshaw, Espinoza, and Hausman (2001) explained, “few studies have 

targeted specific market segments to determine whether influences vary in importance 

among different groups of students” (p.15).  Typically, research on college choice 
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processing have focused on traditional students who attend high school immediately after 

finishing high school and not on HUR students who may not process their college choices 

the same way nor have the same type of access to information sources to do so.   

 

Application of College Choice Models to HUR Students 

 Some researchers have questioned the applicability of college choice models to 

HUR students who do not have the same access to information sources as traditional 

students and, therefore, may not process their college choice in a linear progression 

through all three stages of Hossler and Gallagher’s college choice model. This was 

reinforced by Goff, Patino and Jackson (2004) who explained that “currently, there is 

limited knowledge concerning the patterns of minority high schools students’ college 

selection.” Gildersleeve (2003) supports this stating that Hossler and Gallagher’s model 

“may not incorporate the experiences of all student” groups (p. 4). Gildersleeve (2003) 

further explains that the lack of information sources contributes to lack of social and 

cultural capital for college.  This lack may limit or nullify traditional college choices for 

certain groups of students. He claims that the model “largely ignores potential 

implications or limitations related to students’ cultural capital…for the family’s 

socioeconomic status might impact the types of choices that students set themselves up to 

make” (p. 6-7).   

The provision of social and cultural capital from information sources has an 

important motivational influence on college choice processing that focuses on 

relationships and culture, which more accurately could be termed college informational 

motivators (CIMs).  Freeman (1997) describes social and cultural capital as “assets, in the 
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form of behaviors, on which individuals and/or families can draw to meet a certain set of 

established values in a society…cultural capital is typically a set of specialized social 

behaviors that makes one accepted at different levels of society. Other theorists have 

indicated that although social capital is related to cultural capital, it is more related to 

relations among persons” (p. 527). De la Rosa (2006) described cultural capital as 

“knowledge of the system, how it works, and how to access opportunities and social 

capital, or familiarity with and access to supportive social networks that foster 

opportunity” (p. 1671).  Valenzuela (1999) describes social capital as “networks of trust 

and solidarity among actors wishing to attain goals that individually cannot be 

individually attained” (p. 21) which “comes into being whenever social interaction makes 

use of resources residing within web of social relationships” (p.27).  Stanton-Salazar 

(1997) similarly defines social capital as “relationships with institutional agents and 

networks that weave these relationships into units…Social relationships (or ties) and 

networks are societal entities governed by social structure; we can regularly depend upon 

these entities for resources and support precisely because of their social structural 

properties” (p. 6). The absence or limitations of CIMS, or information sources, which 

provide social and cultural capital, and thereby restrict motivation, has limited college 

choices for HUR students (Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Pagan & Terkla, 1991; 

Tinto, 1987; Goff, Patino & Jackson, 2004; Freeman, 2006; Somers et al, 2006).  Braxton 

(1990) illustrates that these groups of students do not have access to or use these 

information sources for “students from low socioeconomic backgrounds tend to use 

fewer sources of information than do students from high socioeconomic backgrounds” (p 

59).  
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The lack of information sources and their motivational influence limits access to 

social and cultural capital for HUR students who then may not process their college 

choices in the same way as the models demonstrate for traditional students. Freeman 

(2006) explains that 

 there is still much to learn about the decision-making process of under- 
 represented groups…My research points out that there is still much for  
 researchers and practitioners to explore, relating to how different groups decide  

where they want to go to college” (p. xix, 96).  

Perna (2000) questioned the applicability of all three stages to HUR students due to lack 

of their access to information sources that could provide social and cultural capital about 

college.  In her research, she concluded that the model needed adjustments to provide 

consideration of “the relationship between particular manifestations of social and cultural 

capital and college enrollment [which] varies by racial/ethnic group” (p.135).  

In 2003 Gildersleeve suggested a revised model of college choice based on 

Hossler and Gallagher’s model which would allow greater flexibility between stages. 

Likewise, Freeman (2006) discussed a variety of changes to the three-stage model, 

including adding a beginning stage of predetermination, studying the influence of the 

culture, and the conflict between students who make early plans to attend college, but 

then do not.   Perna, Freeman, and Gildersleeve all emphasized the need for research to 

develop a revised college choice model that focused on the college choice processes 

among a greater variety of students and HUR students in particular.  

 

Information Sources and Processing 

 By providing social and cultural capital, CIMS are a critical part of college choice 

processing.  Information sources that provide social and cultural capital can be 
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distinguished as people, media, and external sources.   People include parents, family, 

friends, and high school counselors and teachers.  Media includes television, radio, 

internet, mailings, and magazines.  External sources include employers, agencies, and 

classmates. Research varied on what information sources were the most influential in 

students’ college choice processing. While some of these information sources have been 

researched with regards to college choice processing of traditional students, research with 

regards to HUR students has been limited, particularly those who attend non-traditional 

colleges.   

Examination of how HUR students differ from traditional students in proceeding 

through the three stages of college choice and what information sources they use is 

relevant to the marketing efforts of colleges. Marketing has typically focused on the 

search stage that generally occurs in high school for traditional students, but not 

necessarily for HUR students (Paulsen, 1990; Kotler & Fox, 1985). Because of these 

differences between traditional and HUR students in their college choice processing, 

current marketing research and models may not be applicable to HUR students.  Goff, 

Patino, and Jackson (2004) emphasized that in order to serve well, colleges need to 

“adjust their marketing strategies to effectively disseminate information to minority 

students” (p.795) and other HUR students for they emphasize that the “college choice 

process may differ” (p.796) across these groups.  Freeman reinforces that there is a need 

in research to explore the differences in college choice processing of HUR students and 

their use of information sources to access college for they do not necessarily process their 

choices the same way as traditional high school students who have been the primary 

focus in research on college choice processing.  
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Purpose of Study 

 Through a mixed-method study utilizing surveys and interviews, this study 

examined the use of information sources for HUR students across a wide variety of 

colleges and how the social and cultural capital provided by these information sources 

motivated students in their college choice processing.  It is important to study the college 

choice processing of HUR students because previous studies have been primarily 

quantitative and have focused on the college choice processing of traditional high school 

students who differ from HUR students in their college choice processing.   

 Therefore, if policymakers and educators seek to provide access for HUR students 

within higher education, then it is important to ask the question: What information 

sources are influencing the college choices of HUR students as described by ethnicity, 

age, socioeconomic, and gender attributes and how are these sources processed by these 

students in their choosing of a college?  This should include questions: (1) What are 

students’ informational sources and their motivational influences across different 

ethnicities in their processing of college choice? (2) What are students’ informational 

sources and their motivational influences across different age groups in their processing 

of college choice? (3) What are students’ informational sources and their motivational 

influences across different socioeconomic groups of students in their processing of 

college choice? (4) What are students’ informational sources and their motivational 

influences across a variety of postsecondary schools in their processing of college 

choice? 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORY AND RELATED RESEARCH 

 

Overview of Literature Review 

 In this chapter, literature concerning the history of college access and college 

choice processing for HUR students will be reviewed. College choice literature has 

primarily been quantitative with a focus on traditional high school students who attend 

college immediately after finishing high school.  The research has focused on 

institutional characteristics of colleges and student attributes of traditional students, but 

has neglected some groups of students who have been under-represented in college, 

including African Americans, Latinos, older-aged, and low SES students.  This under-

representation has remained a focus of educators and policymakers in this country since 

the early 1900s who sought to provide college access to the masses. It was not until the 

mid 1900s that policies and strategies were enacted that sought to address the under-

representation of certain groups of students yet these groups still suffer from limitations 

in their college choice processing.  

 Two theoretical frameworks which are commonly used in college choice 

processing research are econometric and sociological.  These frameworks, in addition to 

previous research, were used to develop college choice models with the most prominent 

model being Hossler and Gallagher’s three stage model which is used for this study.  The 

use of the three-stage model without modifications by HUR students, however, is 

questionable since they do not necessarily process their college choice in the same 

manner as traditional students who go to college immediately after finishing high school.  



33 

Previous research has suggested that differences in college choice processing between 

traditional students and HUR students may be affected by their access to and utilization 

of information sources.   

 

Importance of College Choice 

 Previous college choice research has focused primarily on two aspects: what 

institutional characteristics of a college influence the college choice of high school 

students and how the attributes of these students influenced their college choice 

processing.  What has been neglected in this research is a qualitative focus of segments of 

the student population who have historically been under-represented in colleges to 

determine how they process their college choice based on the influence of informational 

sources. “The college choice literature has failed to segment the needs of various student 

markets to distinguish between those college choice factors that matter most to different 

types of students” (Bradshaw, Espinoza, and Hausman, 2001, p. 17).  Examination of the 

college choice processing of HUR students is important because, while it has been a 

primary policy within higher education to provide college access to all groups of 

students, HUR students have continued to experience limitations on their college choice 

processing due to a lack of access to and utilization of information sources which has 

limited their social and cultural capital.  As Tinto (2004) explains, “A primary objective 

of federal higher education policy has been to increase access to higher education for 

those who would not otherwise attend, especially those from low-income backgrounds” 

(p.12).  It has long-time been recognized in America that college access for all groups of 

students is necessary for the well-being of this country, yet HUR students continue to 
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experience limitations in their college choice processing and have been neglected in the 

research on college choice processing.   

 

History of College Access in America 

 College access has been a primary educational goal in twentieth century America 

to ensure equal opportunity for all.  “All individuals should have the opportunity to rise to 

their greatest potential, even those who fail in their youth should be given successive 

chances” (Cohen & Brawer, 1996, p. 10) for college is linked closely to success in 

America.     

 

College Access in the Beginning of the Twentieth Century 

 The concept of “open access” to college for the masses in America began in the 

late 1800’s and was fueled by the passage of the Morrill Land Grant Act in 1862, which 

“is a significant example of the belief that a postsecondary education should be open to 

all classes and not just the wealthy elite” (Tierney, 1997, p. 173).  The Morrill Act 

opened up college education and provided access to the general public.  “Some historians 

hailed this legislation as the genesis of ‘democracy’s colleges’ – sources of affordable, 

practical higher education offered by state colleges and universities” (Thelin, 2004, p. 

75).   The Morrill Act was one of the earliest demonstrations of America’s commitment 

to provide equal opportunity through equal access to college for the masses.    

Continuing the theme of “open access” for the masses, in the early 1900’s 

Progressives wanted to break the stranglehold that the wealthy elite had maintained in 

college.  To do so, they strove to create open access to college so that “no longer would 
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such training be accessible only to the rich or the otherwise well-connected but to 

everyone” (Gray & Herr, 1998, p 12).  To accomplish this, Progressives sought political 

support to utilize tax dollars to provide access for those who otherwise could not attend 

college with the “more compelling argument in favor of government support of higher 

education [being that] unsubsidized, private higher education would be open almost 

exclusively to high-income families, denying higher education to the lower-income 

masses” (Geske & Cohn, 1998, p. 20).   In the early 1900’s, efforts were begun to provide 

“open access” to college for the masses in America rather than for just the elite.  

An important effort in providing “open access” for the masses was the 

development of community colleges.  This effort began in the early 1900’s to provide 

access by providing “easy entry to the upper classes of a  regular four-year college for 

many students who would have never been able to enter at traditional  four-year college 

directly from high school” (Wright, 2006, p. 66).  Community colleges were viewed by 

some as a means to provide “open access” to college for all and they were “written into 

the plans in most states from the earliest days” (Cohen and Brawer, 1996, p.22).  The first 

community college was begun in Joliet, Illinois, by J. Stanley Brown and William Rainey 

Harper which enabled students to attend college who needed to remain in their 

community (Wright, 2006).  Besides philanthropists’ and industrialists’ participation 

within higher education at the turn of the twentieth century, Cohen and Brawer (1996) 

detail how local, civic, and professional leaders were important contributors to the 

establishment of community colleges as an integral part of higher education.  These early 

founders envisioned community colleges as the link between secondary school and 

higher education and the provider of a higher educational opportunity for the masses as a 
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means of overcoming limits on access to higher education. Community college was 

viewed as the most effective democratizing agent in higher education for “it has opened 

college opportunities to those who would otherwise be unable to attend, either because of 

poverty, poor high school records, or vocational interests” (Dougherty, 1994, p. 5).  One 

of the means of providing “open access” to all was the development of the community 

colleges which provided opportunity for college that otherwise might not have existed.  

The opportunity to attend college for the masses grew significantly with the 

Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (GI Bill) after World War II which provided 

financial assistance for veterans to attend college “who otherwise would never have 

contemplated going to college” (Tierney, 1997, p. 174).  While the Act was a means of 

quieting the discontent of returning veterans, supporters believed that only a small 

percentage of veterans would utilize it which  

turned out to be off the mark.  By the fall of 1945 eighty-eight thousand veterans  
had applied and been accepted.  By 1946, GI Bill college enrollments surpassed  
one million and total benefits paid out by the federal government as part of the act  
exceeded $5.5 billion ($48 billion in 2000 dollars).  By 1950, of the fourteen  
million eligible veterans, more than two million, or 16 percent had opted to enroll  
in postsecondary education as part of the GI Bill” (Thelin, 2004, p. 263).   
 

The enormous response to the GI Bill sparked a tremendous opening of access to college 

for those who otherwise may never have been able to attend college. 

From this growth in college attendance due to the GI Bill, President Harry 

Truman in 1946 appointed a special commission on higher education, known as the 

Zook’s Commission that called for greater access to be achieved through the 

development of lower-cost institutions with an emphasis on community colleges.  This 

Commission was charged by the President with the  
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’task of examining the functions of higher education in our democracy and the 
means by which they can best be performed’…Specifically, Truman asked the  

 Commission to concern itself with ‘ways and means of expanding educational  
 opportunities for all able young people’…to include an array of programs that  
 would increase college choices and affordability for an entire generation of  
 American citizens” (Thelin, 2004, p. 268).  
 
This Commission produced the Truman Commission Report which set forth some of the 

most important recommendations that later were enacted within states and under the 

presidencies of Kennedy and Johnson which significantly influenced college access for 

the masses.  

 It presented data and commentary on the inequities and injustices of  
 discrimination in higher education on the basis of income and race…the Truman  
 Commission Report devoted substantial attention to the public community college  
 as an institution crucial to ensuring universally accessible postsecondary  
 education.  The foundation of the report’s educational proposals was the  
 economic argument that the United States devoted far too little of its gross  
 national product to investment in postsecondary education. (Thelin, 2004, p. 271). 
 
The Supreme court also “initiated the process of expanding access to higher education for 

students of color” (Kinzie et al, 2004, p. 40) in Brown vs. Board of Education.   Various 

policies, reports, and court decisions  in the mid 1900’s promoted strong 

recommendations for “open access” for all though some were not realized until the latter 

half of the 1900s. and began “moving American higher education from an elite to an 

egalitarian system” (Kinzie et al, 2004, p. 41).   

 

College Access in the Latter Half of the Twentieth Century 

Although the concept of college for the masses was important in the first half of 

the twentieth century, HUR students remained highly under-represented in college and 

had very limited access to college.  This changed significantly in the second half of the 
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twentieth century due to various legislation, reports, and committees which emphasized 

HUR students.   

 College access began to expand for HUR students in the second half of the 

twentieth century due to various reports and legislation.   The Civil Rights Act of 1964 

and the  Higher Education Act of 1965 increased college access for HUR students by 

providing crucial governmental financial support to students through “broad-based, 

federally-funded financial aid programs…the Educational Opportunity Grant program 

(EOG), the Guaranteed Student Loan Program and the College Work-Study program” 

(Heller, 2002, p. 229).  In 1972, the Basic Educational Opportunities Grant was 

established which also provided monies to HUR students for college.  In addition, in 

1971, the Newman Report, sponsored by the Department of Health, Education, and 

Welfare, concluded that higher education needed to change and include features that 

would provide “equality for women [and] expanding minority access” (Thelin, 2004, p. 

320).  At this time, California also adopted the Master Plan for Higher Education which 

sought to ensure that “postsecondary education was a right for all high school graduates 

of California” (Tierney, 1997, p. 174).  “This period was marked by significant expansion 

of postsecondary educational opportunities for women, students of color, and low-income 

students” (Kinzie et al, 2004, p. 41). With governmental support evidenced in reports and 

legislation, college access expanded for HUR students in the latter half of the twentieth 

century.   

 As in the first half of the twentieth century, community colleges continued to 

provide access for the “students who ordinarily would not attend college” (Kane & 

Rouse, 1999, p. 71) but with great expansion, particularly for HUR students with the 
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greatest percentages of minorities, women, low-SES, and older students attending 

community colleges throughout the entire latter half of the twentieth century.  

Community colleges continued to “reach out to attract those who were not being served 

by traditional higher education” (Cohen & Brawer, 1996, p. 29), by offering a “place in 

higher education for those not traditionally served by the four-year college system” (Kane 

& Rouse, 1999, p. 67).   Cohen and Brawer (1996) demonstrated the significance of this 

impact in the level of achievement provided by the community colleges for “during the 

1950’s and 1960s, whenever a community college was established in a locale where there 

had been no publicly supported college, the proportion of high school graduates in that 

area who began college immediately increased, sometimes by as much as 50 percent” 

(Cohen & Brawer, 1996, p. 16).  Community colleges increased access to college for 

HUR students throughout the twentieth century.  

 

College Under-Representation of HUR Students  

 Freeman (2006) and the Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance 

(2001) defined historical under-representation in that while groups of HUR students may 

have experienced recent increases in college enrollment numbers, these students are still 

experiencing a history of being tracked away from lucrative career fields and from 

traditional colleges and into proprietary and community colleges and lower-paying fields, 

which describes continuing limitations in their college choice processing.  Karen (2002) 

explained this, stating that “high school graduates who attended college and were from 

historically excluded groups were less likely to attend higher-status institutions” (p.193). 

Schuetze and Slowery (2006) described these HUR students as “non-traditional” which  
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refers to socially or educationally disadvantaged sections of the population, for  
examples, those from working class backgrounds, particular ethnic groups,  
immigrants, and in the past, frequently women…older people without traditional  
entry qualifications for higher education, people from working class backgrounds,  
those living in remote or rural areas, those from ethnic minority or immigrant  
groups appear to have done less well.  They are all still largely under-represented  
in higher education because they still face greater barriers than the ‘traditional’  

 students (p.312-313). 

The limitations on college choice processing for HUR students is demonstrated in their 

ongoing under-representation in traditional colleges and over-representation at 

proprietary and community colleges (Reutter, 2004; Leslie and Brinkman, 1988; Tinto, 

2004).  

“Cooling Out” of HUR Students 

Some researchers describe these limitations in college choice processing as a 

“cooling-out effect” (Clark, 1960) or “diverting the dream” (Brint & Karabel, 1989) in 

which HUR students are directed, or influenced by information sources, away from 

traditional colleges. These claims of “cooling out” and diversion are based on the lower 

enrollment of HUR students in traditional colleges and diversion of them to proprietary 

and community colleges (Brint & Karabel 1989; Heller 1997; McDonough 1997; Perna 

2000).  “Cooling out” or “diverting” was promoted by “open access” to college for all 

students which flooded higher education with more students than four-year programs 

could or were able to accommodate. Consequently, traditional colleges, facilitated by 

tracking, or channeling, by high school teachers and counselors, began to “filter” or 

“buffer” students as described by Birenbaum (1986).  This resulted in the diversion or 

“cooling out” of  “poorly prepared students,” who were not considered “fit to take the 

higher work…[and could] stop naturally and honorably at the end of the sophomore year” 

(Cohen & Brawer, 1996, p. 27, 46,) away from traditional college, oftentimes into non-
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traditional types of colleges, primarily proprietary and community colleges. This 

diversion has sparked intense debate with some researchers asserting detrimental effects 

while others claim benefits for HUR students who did not attend college or chose 

proprietary or two-year degree colleges rather than the traditional four-year degree 

(Grubb 2001; Lin and Vogt 1996).   

 These critics claim that students who are diverted or “cooled out” lose 

educational, economic, or professional benefits from not earning a four-year degree.  This 

claim is verified by Tinto (2004) who found that college graduates of four-year degree 

programs earned 86 percent more salary than individuals with only a high school degree.  

For students who did attend four-year degree colleges but did not earn a bachelor’s 

degree, he found that they earned only ten percent more salary than a high school 

graduate. Geske and Cohn (1998) found variations in the effect of college, for “a college 

education is not universally profitable, with rates of return varying considerably by major 

fields and types of institution” (p. 28).  Whereas Grubb (1992) found that there were no 

earning benefits unless a student completed a four-year degree, Kane and Rouse (1993) 

found that various levels of higher educational courses did provide earning benefits.  

Other researchers found that students earned 5 to 8% more in salary for each year of 

college completed (Geske and Cohn, 1998; Leslie and Brinkman, 1988; and Kane, 1999). 

Gray and Herr (1989) confirms the value of each level of college, stating that “if 

vocational education graduates obtain a job related to their training, on the average they 

earn 31 percent more than their peers who did not go on to college or who did not take 

vocational education” (p. 37). Kane and Rouse (1999) described the monetary benefits to 

each year of college completed,   
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 the average community college entrant (who never attended a four-year college),  
 who enrolls but does not complete a degree, earns 9 to 13 percent more than the  
 average high school graduate…with each year of credit associated with a 5 to 8  
 percent increase in annual earnings-which happens to be the same as the estimated  
 value of a year’s worth of credit at a four-year college…Completing an  
 associate’s degree appears to be associated with a 15 to 27 percent increase in  
 annual earnings…[with] this differential larger for women (p. 73, 76).     

They found that there was an estimated benefit of 5 to 8 percent for each year of courses 

completed, whether or not a degree was completed.  Kane and Rouse (1999) noted that 

certain socioeconomic information factors had a significant influence on earnings, with 

women and African-Americans reaping the most benefit from each year completed at a 

college level.  Research is conflicted regarding if HUR students are disadvantaged in 

attending non-traditional colleges.   

 

Under-Representation of Low-SES and Minority Students  

 Various researchers confirm that low-SES and minority students currently still 

have limited access to college in comparison to higher SES groups and white male 

students (Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2001; Oliverez & 

Tierney, 2005; National Center for Public Policy & Higher Education, 2002; Mortenson, 

2000; Nidiffer, 1999; Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001). As McDonough (1997) 

explained, there are “Vast discrepancies in the access and retention rates between white 

students and students of color, as well as between economically advantaged and 

disadvantaged student” (p. 2).  As Orfield (1992) described this, “Access, options, and 

completion rates for the low-income and minority college-bound all decreased just as 

college degrees became more important for getting good jobs and income” (p. 338). This 

is supported by Cohen and Brawer (1996) who noted that students at two-year colleges 
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are more likely to be socioeconomically disadvantaged and “substantially less likely than 

their peer at four-year colleges to complete a bachelor’s degree program and to reap the 

associated benefits” (p. 66). Hossler and Gallagher (1987) demonstrated this loss of 

access with “high SES students four times more likely to go on to college than are low 

SES students” (p. 210). Marklein (2004) describes the under-representation of low-SES 

students at traditional colleges, “at the nation’s most selective colleges, only 3% of 

students come from the lowest socioeconomic quarter [and] 74% come from the top 

quarter” (p.1).  

Limitations in college access for HUR students are also demonstrated in their 

over-representation at proprietary and community colleges. McPherson and Schapiro 

(1998) described one of their “most interesting findings [as] the increase in the 

representation of low-income students at public two-year colleges as opposed to the 

declining representation of middle- and upper-income students there” (p. 47).  Goff, 

Patino, and Jackson (2004) cite research as confirming this under-representation, 

“Research has revealed that minority students are more likely to choose two-year colleges 

partly due to inferior information on academic options and lower socioeconomic status” 

(p.796).  Karen (2002) describes women, minorities, and low SES students as less able to 

be selective in their college choice than their counterparts.    McDonough (1997) 

described differences between college access for low SES and minority students in 

comparison to higher SES and white students.   

 Lowest socioeconomic (SES) groups are less likely to apply to or attend college  
 than are the highest SES students.  For example, among the highest-ability  
 students, 60 percent of the lowest SES students attended college while 86 percent 
 of the highest SES students attended.  Students of color and poor students are less 
 likely to start or finish college and are more likely to attend low prestige colleges 
 or those with the highest dropout rates” (p. 2).  
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Despite increased college enrollment for minorities and low-SES students, current 

research demonstrates that minorities and low-SES students still experience under-

representation within traditional colleges with greater percentages of minorities and low-

SES students having higher college attrition rates, lower college enrollment rates than the 

wealthy and white, and greater enrollments in proprietary and community colleges which 

indicates continuing limitations in their college choice processing.  

 

Under-Representation of Older Students  

 Similar to minorities and low-SES students, Bean and Metzner (1985) describe 

that although enrollment of older students has grown significantly, they have a higher 

attrition rate and higher enrollments at proprietary and community colleges compared to 

traditional-aged students (ages 18 to 24).  Despite increasing enrollments of older 

students in college, their continued under-representation is evidenced in their over-

representation in proprietary and community colleges. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

Two theoretical frameworks have been primarily utilized to predict the college 

choice of students.   These frameworks are based on characteristics of the institutions and 

students and have been categorized as economic and sociological  (Hossler, Schmit & 

Vesper 1999; McDonough 1997; Chapman 1984; Hanson & Litten 1982; Paulsen 1990).  

Econometric theories constitute the most common theoretical framework applied in 

college choice research.  Hossler et al (1989) described econometric theories as having 

two strands with focus on either the institution or the student as the unit of analysis. 
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Econometric theories, like Kotler’s and Fox’s (1985), focus on the economic benefits as 

investments for students and society which motivate college choice. McDonough (1997) 

described them as viewing “college choice as an investment decision and assumes that 

students maximize perceived cost-benefits in their college choices; have perfect 

information; and are engaged in a process of rational choice” (p. 3).  The economic 

theories assume that students rationally process relevant information and, thereby, make 

the best college choice.  Contrarily, Jackson (1982) explains that students can be limited 

in their ability to rationally process college choice information adequately due to limited 

information and socioeconomic constraints.  Therefore, the applicability of econometric 

theories to the processing of college choices for some groups of students has been 

questioned by some researchers due to socioeconomic differences which may prevent or 

limit some students from accessing information sources and being able to rationally and 

economically process their choices.  Gildersleeve (2003) describes these limitations of 

this type of theory in that the “the econometric orientation…largely ignores the model’s 

potential implications or limitations related to students’ cultural capital” (p.6). The 

criticisms of econometric theories are addressed by sociological frameworks.            

 Sociological theories have focused on what characteristics influence social and 

cultural capital for college choice processing, such as parental income level and academic 

achievement.  Paulsen (1990) and McDonough (1997) describe sociological theories as 

status-attainment theories. These theories focus on social and cultural “characteristics of 

the student’s family and high school background, as well as the student’s academic 

ability” (Paulsen 1990, p.7) and their impact on the “development of aspirations for 

educational attainment and to measure inequalities in college access” (McDonough 1997, 
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p. 3).  Within this theoretical framework, McDonough (1997) describes the concept of 

cultural capital in its effect upon college choice.  While the framework of status 

attainment does include the study of characteristics that contribute to social and cultural 

capital, such as SES and family, McDonough emphasizes student’s goals and 

achievement in relationship to student and institutional attributes, such as academic 

achievement and student activities.   

 Sociological theories are more inclusive in their emphasis on the influence of 

external and internal environmental characteristics on the processing of college choice .  

Although the econometric theoretical framework is the most commonly applied 

framework within research, there are many limitations for research within this framework 

due to the focus on rational student behaviors to promote their economic status which 

excludes other influential social and cultural capital.  For this qualitative study, the 

sociological framework is applied with its focus on the social and cultural capital in 

college choice processing as provided and influenced by information sources.   

 

College Choice Models 

 From these theoretical frameworks, various models of college choice were 

developed with the most predominant models described as multi-staged funnels.  

Ihlanfeldt (1980) described a funnel as the concept in which students pass through 

various stages when making their choice. In these models, the stages were developed 

from studies that focused on select groups of high school students in their processing of 

college choice.  In a longitudinal study, Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999) used a three-

stage model which examined information sources influencing traditional high school 
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students’ college choice in Indiana between 1986 and 1994 immediately after graduation. 

Hanson and Litten (1982) used a three-stage model which included decision to attend 

college, investigating, and application. Expanding upon Hanson and Litten’s model, 

Chapman (1984) used a model with five stages consisting of presearch, search, 

applications, choice, and enrollment.  Chapman (1981) posited that “college choice 

depends on student characteristics and external influences” (p. 499) and their relationship 

to each other, rather than set stages. He describes this relationship as framing students’ 

perceptions of whether they can attend college, and if so where.  External influences 

included significant others, college characteristics, and recruitment effort. He felt that the 

emphasis in research needed to be on students’ choices, which suggests a lack of 

applicability of this study to HUR students who generally did not have a college choice.  

Jackson (1982) had a three-stage model composed of preference, exclusion, and 

evaluation.  He examined the strength of the relationship of these variables and how they 

influenced college choice processing.  He utilized the three-stage college choice model 

consisting of preference, exclusion, and evaluation which are more descriptive of the 

consideration of relationships amongst variables that influence college choice processing. 

He found that high school achievement had the greatest correlation to a student’s 

expectations of what colleges he can attend, followed by context, and then family 

background.  All of these variables were affected by other variables and influenced the 

student’s perception of accessibility which may act as constraints on a student’s choice 

processing.  These various models have many similarities, but it was the three-stage 

model of Hossler and Gallagher that has been most widely used within research. 
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Three-Stage Model 

 Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) three-stage model will be used as the conceptual 

framework for this study as it is “preeminent in providing a model of student college 

choice” (Gildersleeve, 2003).  This model begins with the student’s belief that they want 

to attend college (predisposition), and then proceeds in a linear progression to recruitment 

(search), and culminates in selection (choice).  

 The first stage, the desire to attend college (predisposition), is considered by some 

researchers to be the lengthier and more critical stage, and therefore, has received the 

most attention within the research. Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) suggested that this stage 

occurs in grades seventh through ninth. This stage is based on student attributes and early 

information sources for cultural capital that influence the student’s decision to attend 

college. These sources include parents, friends, counselors, community, and religious 

influences. Recent studies (Gildersleeve 2003 and Pope 2003) reinforced Hossler and 

Gallagher’s presentation that a lack of this type of information due to educational and 

sociological limitations diminishes college choices.   

 The second stage, recruitment (search), can involve accessing information sources 

to obtain social and cultural capital so that a student can examine their college choices.  

Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) suggested that this stage occurs in grades tenth through the 

twelfth.  Most marketing strategies are focused on this stage, which are pertinent to this 

study. The third stage, selection (choice) is the application of the information collected to 

the determination of which college to attend, which Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) suggests 

occurs primarily in the twelfth grade.  Hossler and Gallagher (1987) claim that the 

activities of “colleges and universities have little direct impact on student college choice” 
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during the first phase with only a modest impact in the second and third stages (p. 209).  

For marketing purposes, previous research has focused on institutional characteristics of 

individual colleges and universities in the last two stages that attract students rather than 

on the influence of information sources which may be critical to predisposition for certain 

groups of students. Jackson (1982) suggested there are limitations during predisposition 

for students in this stage due to “geographic, economic and academic” constraints 

(p.244).   While previous studies and associated models have focused on the 

predisposition phase for processing of college choices by students who continue with 

four-year colleges after completing high school, they subsequently have neglected to 

examine elements that affect the processing of college choice for HUR students who 

typically may not experience the three stages of college choices or may make their 

choices later in life.  

 

Implementation of the Three-Stage Model 

 As Hossler and Gallagher’s three-stage college choice model is the basis for this 

study, it is important to examine each stage relative to various groups of students across a 

wide variety of colleges.  College choice models, including Hossler and Gallagher’s, 

were developed from studies that focused on traditional high school students who 

attended college immediately after completing high and not on HUR students who did 

not attend a traditional college immediately after high school.  This lack of focus in 

research on HUR students poses possible limitations on the applicability of the three-

stage model to such diverse student groups who historically have not attended four-year 

colleges immediately after finishing high school.  Gildersleeve (2003), Freeman (2006), 
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Bradshaw, Espinoza, and Hausman (2001) also questioned the application of the model to 

HUR students.  In their study of high-achieving high school students, Bradshaw, 

Espinoza, & Hausman (2001) found that their “data revealed that for these particular 

students the decision-making process was not as neat as stage models of college choice” 

(p.20).  The characteristics of HUR students pose possible limitations on the applicability 

of Hossler and Gallagher’s three stage model for college choice processing.  

 As the Hossler-Gallagher three-stage model begins with the decision to attend 

college (predisposition), followed sequentially by recruitment (search), and then selection 

(choice), this study will examine how information sources influence these stages for a 

diverse group of students from a variety of colleges, including proprietary and two-year 

colleges.  While previous research has focused on the stages occurring sequentially 

during high school years (Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000), this study will explore the 

possibility that the stages were not executed sequentially and may occur during other 

time frames or did not occur at all.    

 Predisposition influences can include early information sources, such as parents 

and counselors, and limiting factors, such as academic achievement and early 

socioeconomic status (Hossler and Stage, 1992) which will be used to characterize 

students in this study. The second stage, search, focuses on socioeconomic and 

educational information sources and networking that were a part of the students’ active 

searching for college information.  It is important to note that within econometric college 

choice processing models, students were believed to conduct a rational search to choose 

between a variety of colleges while in high school, although this rationality is 

questionable when applied to a greater diversity of students, in particular HUR students 
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who may not have equal access to information sources as traditional college students.  

Without adequate information, it is understandable that students may believe that they do 

not have access to or have limited access to college; therefore, they may not experience 

predisposition or conduct a search, nor have college choices (Gildersleeve 2003 and Pope 

2003).  It is within the search stage that most external and collegial information sources 

are believed to be utilized by students (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  These will be 

examined in this study by the selection and ranking of these types of information sources 

by students as utilized in their processing of college choice.  The first two stages then 

culminate in the choice of a college.  For the purpose of this study, the choice stage is 

completed by all students in this study since they did obviously select a college.  

 

College Choice Processing By Historically Under-Represented Students 

 One of the major limitations within previous college choice research is its focus 

on characteristics involved in college choice processing by traditional high school 

students who attend college immediately after completing high school and who have 

college choices (McDonough 1997; Hossler & Stage 1992; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper 

1999; Paulsen 1990).  Most of these studies focused on student and institutional 

characteristics that impacted college choice processing of high school students and not on 

the influence of a wide variety of information sources used by HUR students in their 

college choice processing who attend a wide variety of colleges.  For example, 

McDonough (1997) focused on predisposition characteristics, such as the effect of social 

class on college choices of high school students.  She did not focus on the influence of 

information sources as affected by academic ability, age, and race across a wide variety 
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of colleges. She defined social class by the educational and economic status of the 

parents. Hossler and Stage (1992) used a sociological theoretical framework of status 

attainment which empirically examined only the first stage of college choice, 

predisposition, of high school students with respect to family and student background 

characteristics, including school activities and parental expectations.  While Perna (2000) 

did focus her empirical study on college choices of HUR ethnicities with expansion to the 

effect of social and cultural capital, she used an econometric theoretical framework which 

focused on benefits and costs of students attending four-year colleges, rather than the 

influence of various information sources across a variety of postsecondary institutions.  

Post’s (1990) study of ethnic group differences was in contrast to most economic studies 

of college choice.   He combined theoretical frameworks in an empirical examination of 

college choices of high-school Chicano students using a microeconomic theoretical 

framework, which “borrowed from contributions by macrosociologists and ethnographers 

to provide a “linkage between attitudes toward education and social structure” (p. 175) 

with a primary focus on effects of costs on college choice. A study by Litten and 

Brodigan (1982) included focus on college attributes rather than on the influence of 

information sources on college choice of a very select group of students.  In their study, 

they mailed questionnaires to parents and high school students who had PSAT scores 

over 100 and intended to go to college immediately after graduation, which limited the 

applicability of their study to HUR students across a variety of postsecondary schools.  

 A few qualitative studies have been done which utilized interviews to collect 

data, such as McDonough (1997) who provided questionnaires and conducted interviews 

of high school students and their parents, friends, and counselors, Freeman (1997, 2006) 
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who studied the college choice processing of African Americans, and Somers et al 

(2006).  From her qualitative study, Freeman (1997) touched upon the influence of 

information sources on students’ college choice processing in that students voiced a sense 

of “loss of hope” and that “college was never an option” (p. 546) in that they did not have 

anyone who encouraged them about college even though they did express a strong 

interest in college.  She explained that the lack of interest that educators believed 

African-American students exhibited was rather discouragement from school personnel 

and a lack of information.  She found that African-American students were “generally not 

receiving encouragement from anyone” (p. 537) about college. She described one student 

as describing that “I think part of the problem is like you don’t have anybody to help you, 

to want you to excel, to inspire you that you need to go get a higher education, to help 

you understand that ‘we are here for you, and we are going to help you get through this’” 

(p. 537).   She attributed this lack of information partially to the lack of structured 

counseling in the schools and the lack of research on the perceptions of African-

American students about college derived from social and cultural capital as obtained from 

information sources. She adds that while previous research has focused on characteristics, 

there is a “void in understanding how, in their decision-making process on college 

participation, different cultural groups interpret or perceive” (p.529) the value of their 

education.  Therefore, she recommended that information sources needed to be 

established earlier in African-American’s students’ lives to provide encouragement and 

social and cultural capital for college.  Levine and Nidiffer (1996) similarly posited the 

importance of influence on college perceptions by information sources in their 

examination of “individuals who touched or changed the students’ lives” (p.65). Somers 
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et al (2006) studied why students chose to attend two-year colleges.  Similar to Freeman, 

Somers et al found that students did have a desire to attend college but experienced 

discouragement and did not receive much help from school counselors.  Two of Somer’s 

themes, “They said I couldn’t do it” and “Life happens” demonstrate this discouragement 

that two-year college students experienced. These “repeated negative messages came 

from formal sources like teachers and administrators, but rarely from family” (p. 58).  

Though these studies focused on HUR students, they also illustrated that the focus on the 

influence of information sources through the provision of social and cultural capital has 

been neglected within the research.      

 

The Influence of Information Sources Through the Provision of   

Social and Cultural Capital for College Choice Processing  

 Hardy (2000) posited the importance of information sources in providing social 

and cultural capital for college choice processing as reinforced by Gilly who said 

“students do not approach learning with an empty spirit, but rather with a full collection 

of prior or naïve representations, themselves rooted in the beliefs, customs and practices 

of their living environment” (p. 2). The characteristics that define HUR students provide 

them with social and cultural capital that differ from traditional students with higher SES, 

white, male, and younger than 24.  While some college choice researchers did include 

some HUR characteristics in their primarily quantitative research, most limited their 

research to studying institutional characteristics and student attributes for traditional high 

school students who chose to enter college immediately after graduation (Hossler and 
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Stage, 1992) and did not examine diverse student populations within non-traditional 

colleges.    

 As emphasized in the research, social and cultural capital are derived from 

information sources which are strong determinants of students’ college choice 

processing.   Stanton-Salazar (1997) described well the importance of social and cultural 

capital in college choice processing for  

 many of the most valued resources, privileges, and opportunities flow 
 (informally) through relationships and networks…they are entities lodged within 
 relations of power and hierarchy; they embody dynamics that reach deeply into 
 the human psyche, unearthing and agitating fears, prejudices, cultural preferences, 
 and emotional commitments, each of which is inextricably entangled in society’s 
 social tensions and group solidarities (p. 207).   
 
The influence of social and cultural capital on college choice processing usually is 

provided early in life by information sources, such as parents and school teachers, and is 

usually based on the dominant social group.  Stanton-Salazar (1997) describes the 

development of social and cultural capital for school, 

 the ways of institutional life are encoded in the cultural capital and ethos of the 
 dominant group, but also that dominant-group children begin learning the rules of 
 institutional life in the context of early socialization experiences within the home 
 and community.  Thus, the institutional knowledge forms…, as keys to school 
 success, are in large part funds of knowledge that are socially constructed and 
 transmitted” (p. 10).    
 
Information sources as the means for social and cultural capital are important in college 

choice processing as they identify “properties (or laws) of social structure that are used 

by actors to achieve their interests…[with] the capacity to produce profits or 

benefits…and is convertible into tangible resources or other forms of capital” (Stanton-

Salazar, 1997, p. 6).   Social and cultural capital are important influences on the college 

choice processing of students. 
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Previous research has demonstrated that information provided and students’ 

perceptions about college are critical to students’ college choice processing (Hossler, 

Schmit, and Vesper, 1999, Cabrera and LaNasa, 2000; Wilcox 1991). Certain groups of 

students, such as low SES and some ethnicities, have been shown in previous research to 

lack information that affect college choice that other students have and “use fewer 

sources of information than do students from high socioeconomic backgrounds” (Hossler, 

Bean & Associates, 1990, p.59).  Likewise, Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) found in their 

research that low-SES students had fewer sources of information. This is in contrast to 

middle- and high-SES students who had multiple information sources for information of 

which their parents and high school counselors were major sources. Hossler and 

Gallagher (1987) described high-SES and non-minority students as tending to “conduct 

more sophisticated searches” (p.124) than low-income students including Latinos, 

African-American students, and students whose parents have less education and money.  

Limitations in the availability and use of information sources to provide social and 

cultural capital for college choice processing by HUR students have negatively 

influenced their college choice processing as evidenced in that they “conduct searches 

which take longer and are less efficient” (p. 124).  

 

Information Sources 

 Previous research is limited in its focus on the use of information sources for 

processing of college choices in that it has focused on student attributes and institutional 

characteristics that influence the early stage of predisposition in the processing of college 

choices for a select group of students who make the decision to attend four-year college 
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while in high school (Chapman, 1981; Hossler, Braxton & Coopersmith, 1989; Litten & 

Brodigan, 1982; Murphy, 1981).  “Most college choice research focuses on students’ 

background and institutional characteristics” (McDonough 1997, p 4).  One of the 

motivators for four-year colleges to focus on these groups of high school students is their 

desire to increase their selectivity in their recruitment, yet this can lead to a failure to 

accommodate HUR students.   

 While most studies have focused on a select group of high school students  (Litten 

& Brodigan, 1982; Paulsen, 1990; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Murphy, 1981), a 

few college choice studies have recently been conducted which did focus on community 

college students and/or HUR students, but these studies were limited by the groups of 

students studied and/or the focus on college choice processing.  Goff, Patino and Jackson 

(2004) conducted a quantitative study of what information sources are used in college 

choice processing for students who chose to attend either a university or a community 

college, but their subjects were high school students only and they were differentiated on 

their ethnicity.  They found students from other ethnic groups who planned on attending a 

two-year college preferred magazines, current college students, friends, and high school 

teachers more than African-American students.  For students who planned on attending a 

four-year program, African Americans preferred school counselors, library sources, and 

college fairs the most, followed by the Latinos than for other ethnic groups. Latinos were 

also found to prefer billboards and newspapers more than other ethnic groups.    Freeman 

(1997, 2006) did conduct a qualitative study on college choice processing using groups 

composed of African-American high school students. Somers et al (2006) conducted a 

mixed study to examine why students chose to attend a two-year college.  They did not 
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distinguish any particular groups of students and focused on other factors that influenced 

college choice rather than information sources. Factors they focused on included student 

background characteristics, educational achievement, social environment, financial 

variables, net cost, institutional climate, and institutional characteristics.  They utilized a 

combined model method based on three phases, first student aspiration to attend college, 

second consideration of options, and finally selection of a college.  While the majority of 

the research on marketing by colleges has focused primarily on how to theoretically 

develop and implement marketing methods to attract these select groups of students for 

individualized institutions, this study focuses on a wider variety of information sources 

that influence college choice of a greater variety of students across a wider range of 

postsecondary institutions (Kotler & Fox, 1985; Maguire & Lay, 1981; Ihlanfeldt, 1980; 

Hossler, Bean & Associates, 1990).   

 

The Influence of Financial Aid Information on College Choice Processing 

 One of the most important types of information provided by social and cultural 

capital is financial.  This information is important in the development of students’ 

predisposition and conduction of the search phases for college. In his study, Burd (2002) 

verifies the importance of information sources in the college application process.  In his 

study, Harvard students provided advising regarding admission to college to students at a 

high school that had low levels of students entering college.  The high school students 

found the knowledge to be “instrumental in helping [them] navigate the college-

application process” (p. 6). Heller (1997) found that HUR students respond differently 

with regards to the influence of financial factors on their college choice processing often 
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based on their perceptions. He described that some students are “not always rational 

economic actors, [and] react differently to various forms of financial aid and tuition 

changes” (p. 632).  Heller (1997) emphasizes that due to the lack of these information 

sources for some groups of students, the students may not even be “aware of the 

existence of financial aid nor do [they] believe they would qualify for it” (p. 632).    

 

Tuition:  Another type of information provided by social and cultural concerns tuition.  

Researchers found that students from poor families were found to be more negatively 

influenced by tuition increases than students from wealthy families.  Perceptions of 

college affordability are negatively influenced by increasing tuition rates prompted by 

decreasing state funding in the late 1900s (Mumper & Mohr, 1996).  A recent report by 

the Pell Institute found college choice processing for HUR students is significantly 

affected by financial aid with “low-income students more likely to change their choice of 

college or not attend at all whenever a price increase is announced” (Reutter, 2004, p. 3). 

Leslie and Brinkman (1988) reinforced this, “student response to price seems to decline 

with family wealth and institutional prices and selectivity; therefore, response is greatest 

among low-income students in public community colleges and is least among the 

wealthier students who enroll in private colleges” (p. 15). Other researchers, including 

Kane and Rouse (1999), have also found that HUR students are more sensitive to tuition 

increases, which Heller (2002) refers to as sticker shock, “lower-income students are 

likely to become discouraged by rapid increases in the ‘sticker price’ of higher education. 

Heller noted that minorities were affected negatively for “higher tuition at baccalaureate 

institutions was pushing African-American and Latino students, who otherwise would 
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enroll at four-year institutions, into community colleges” (Heller, 1997, p. 645).   Heller 

(1997) noted that African-American and Latino students were more sensitive to tuition 

increases than other ethnicities, even “pushing African-American and Latino students, 

who otherwise enroll at four-year institutions, into community colleges” (p. 645). Cabera 

and Nasa (2000) demonstrated the effect of changes in tuition on various types of 

students with low-income students being affected the most.  

 
Table 1 
Predicted Percentage-Point Changes in Probabilities of Enrollment per $1000 Increase in 
Tuition or Financial Aid by College Applicants in High School Class of 1980 (Cabrera 
and Nasa, 2000) 
 

FAMILY INCOME 

Tuition and 
Financial 
Aid 

 All 
students 

Low 
Less than 
$15,000 

Low-Middle 
$15,000-
$24,999 

Middle 
$25,000-
$39,999 

Upper 
$40,000 or 

greater 

TUITION -2.8 -3.4 -3.9 -3.3 -1.4
GRANTS 4.3 8.8 3.5 3.1 4.1
LOANS 3.8 1.1 5.3 6.3 3.6

Increases in tuition reinforce the perception of HUR students that they cannot attend 

college, particularly traditional colleges for the “gap between the price of higher 

education and the financial resources of lower-income families” (Mumper & Mohr, 1996, 

p. 140). Orfield (1992) reported that “finances sharply limit the choices of minority 

students” (p. 342).  Leonhardt (2004) attributed dwindling numbers of certain groups  of 

students at four-year degree programs to “steep tuition increases…At prestigious 

universities around the country, from flagship state colleges to the Ivy League, more and 

more students from upper-income families are edging out those from the middle class, 
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according to university data” (p. 23).   Many students have chosen to attend community 

colleges as evidenced in their belief that they cannot financially or academically afford 

traditional college.  Much of this belief is based on their knowledge that “average tuition 

[for community colleges is] less than one-half that at public four-year colleges” (Kane & 

Rouse, 1999, p. 66), and, therefore, they believe, more affordable.  This belief is 

magnified within low-income students and their families as they tend to overestimate the 

“true cost of college more than did parents from higher-income families” as magnified by 

the media’s trumpeting of a “$1000-a-week price tag” (Mumper & Mohr, 1996, p. 221).   

 The perception of inaccessibility of college due to lack of finances is promoted by 

the lack of social and cultural capital from information sources about college choice 

processing.  De La Rosa (2006) explains that “three-fourths of the young Latino adults 

not in college would have been more likely to attend college if exposed to better 

information about financial aid” (p. 1672).  This is evidenced in that “1 out of every 5 

dependent low-income students and 1 out of every 4 independent low-income students” 

(De La Rosa, 2006, p.1674) fail to take advantage of governmental and institutional 

financial aid. Brint and Karabel (1989) argue that the lack of information limits HUR 

students’ ability to make informed decisions about college and, thereby, result in their 

failure to enroll in traditional colleges. 

 

Financial Aid:  Information about financial aid is also influenced by the social and 

cultural capital. College choice processing is limited by misperception regarding the cost 

of college which is aggravated by the HUR students’ and their families’ lack of social 

and cultural capital to utilize information sources for financial aid. De La Rosa (2006) 
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confirms this, “perceptions regarding access to financial aid are part of the development 

of predisposition to attend college” (p. 1671).  Chapman and Jackson (1987), McPherson 

and Schapiro (1998), Leslie and Brinkman (1988), Oliverez & Tierney (2005), and Heller 

(1997) found that change in various types of financial aid influenced college choice for 

HUR students more than for other groups of students with greater diminishment in 

college enrollment for African-Americans, Latinos, and low SES students when tuition is 

increased and/or financial aid is decreased, such as grants, than for other groups of 

students. Orfield (1992) reported that “low-income freshmen are more than twice as 

likely to cite the offer of financial aid as a very important reason” (p. 341) than the 

wealthy for college choice processing.  

 The lack of social and cultural capital as provided by information sources is 

demonstrated in the difficulty HUR students have in obtaining financial aid for “lower-

income families [have] more difficulty arranging financing for college…low-income 

families are often unaware of eligibility rules and procedures” (Kane & Rouse, 1999, p. 

80).  Hossler and Gallagher (1987) demonstrated this, noting that in 1979, 49 percent of 

all students coming from families with incomes of less than $6,000 did not even apply for 

financial aid because they did not think they were eligible” (p.215).  As described by 

Mumper and Mohr (1996), “providing student aid without sufficient support services is a 

strategy doomed to failure…Few reforms pay sufficient attention to the critical role 

played by tutoring and counseling services in improving the college success rates of low-

income students” (p. 172).  Various researchers have demonstrated that the provision of 

financial aid to HUR students is insufficient without the provision of social and cultural 

capital from information sources.  
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 Various types of financial aid similarly influenced minorities with “a stronger 

impact on college attendance by African-Americans and Latinos than whites” (Heller, 

1997, p. 646). Wolanin (1998) and Heller (1997) found that grants were more effective 

than loans in encouraging low-income students to attend college.  Loans were found to be 

viewed as negative by lower-income students (Hearn & Longanecker).  Apling (1993) 

noted significant differences in the influence of financial aid on college choices of 

various students.  He found that 80% of students attending proprietary schools received 

federal aid, but only 35% of students attending public four-year schools and 16% of 

students attending community colleges received aid with students from proprietary 

schools obtaining more than twice the dollar amount.  The consensus in the research is 

clear that financial factors have varying effects on college choices for different groups of 

students as confirmed by Bridger (2004) who found a decrease in the number of students 

from low-income and middle-class families who attended college. 

 

The Influence of Information Sources Regarding Academic Performance  

on College Choice Processing 

 The provision of information from social and cultural capital sources about the 

role of academic performance in college access can limit the college choice processing in 

several ways.  While students understand the direct influence of academic performance 

on college choice processing in that as their “ability or achievement increases, so does the 

likelihood of college attendance” (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987, p.124), their perception of 

this influence may be inaccurate and result in self-selection away from traditional college 

and possibly towards less selective colleges (Hossler, Bean & Associates, 1990; Perna, 



64 

2000).  Information from social and cultural capital may also interact with academic 

performance indirectly for “students with lower grade point averages and with less 

parental support are not as likely to seek out the support and information they need to 

help them achieve their goals” (Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999, p. 23, 96).  As 

demonstrated in the research, HUR students, such as ethnicities and low-SES, often 

perceive a lack in their academic ability which results in reduced college attendance.  

Perna (2000) found that African Americans and Latino high-school graduates have lower 

levels of academic ability than their white peers.  Lower academic ability can translate 

into reduced college attendance due in part to students being less prepared.  Tinto (2004) 

confirmed that low-SES high school students are not as well-prepared academically than 

high-SES students.  Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) and Burkem (2001) found that only a 

quarter of low-income youth were academically well-prepared for college.   

 Poor academic achievement minimizes college choices for certain groups of 

students and promotes high dropout rates and failure to qualify for admission to college.  

Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) found in their research that seventy-one percent of lowest-

SES students did not even obtain academic qualification for college enrollment. 

Melendez and Suarez (2001) cited the 1997 Index of Latino Economic Indicators which 

indicated that “only 53.4 percent of Latinos had graduated from high school in 1995, 

compared to 83 percent of whites; fewer than one in ten Latinos (9.3 percent) had college 

degrees” (Melendez & Suarez, 2001, p. 3). Beatty, Greenwood, and Linn (1999) 

described how SAT test scores played a “significant role in the decisions students make 

about the schools to which they will apply and it is worth noting that students ‘self-

selection’ is a significant factor in their access to higher education” (p. 27). McDonough 
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(1997) confirms this, “When students apply to college, most use their SAT Scores as a 

self-screening device to identify colleges where they are likely to be accepted and where 

other students’ have similar SAT scores” (P. 3). Research has demonstrated that the 

provision of information that stresses the role of academic performance in college choice 

processing as derived from social and cultural capital can negatively affect the 

perceptions of HUR students and subsequently limit their college choices.     

 

The Influence of People on College Choice Processing 

 Researchers in both business and educational fields agree that people have the 

greatest influence on marketing with an estimated 50% of all marketing choices 

determined by what other people recommend.  Researchers (Douglas 1984 and Byman 

2002) found that 13% of customers were influenced by advertising, 23% by sales calls 

and 56% by recommendations of other people.  Goff, Patino and Jackson (2004) 

confirmed this, explaining that for “college choice by students in general, peers, college 

students, friends, high school counselors, teachers, parents and websites have been 

identified as important sources of information” (p.796). “Parents, other family members, 

and to a lesser extent, peers had the largest effect on students’ college aspirations” 

(Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999, p. 23, 96).  Loyal customers were rated by all 

researchers as the most cost effective means of marketing, as they do not need to be 

wooed by advertising and they are a good source for new customers through their 

recommendations. Byman stated that it cost six times more money to get a new customer 

than to keep a customer with 65% of sales coming from existing customers. Although 

students are not considered loyal customers in the same sense as customers of a business 
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since their time as a student is limited, they can certainly influence college choice as 

alumni, referral source or lifelong learners.   

 

Parents: Parents are one of the most important information sources for college choice 

processing for all types of students. Research has demonstrated that parents are some of 

the most influential information source for college choice processing of traditional high 

school students.  Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) described parents as “a pivotal force in the 

emergence of educational aspirations” (p. 5) for they are important information sources 

for social and cultural capital for college processing.  McDonough (2002) described how 

influential family members, especially parents, are essential partners in ensuring students 

college enrollment.  “Parental and family support and encouragement are among the 

strongest predictors of students forming early educational plans, of students maintaining 

college aspirations, of sustaining student motivation and academic achievements, and of 

college enrollment” (p. 10).  Throughout research, parents have remained one of the 

primary information sources for college.  

HUR students, however, do not always have access to these information sources 

to provide social and cultural capital for college choice processing and it shows in the 

limitations in their college choice processing. McDonough (1997) confirms this in 

describing that parents and high school counselors “convey information to [students] 

about the different types of colleges and universities. However…‘first-generation’ 

college-bound students do not get this information” (McDonough 1997, p 6).  Kinzie et al 

(2004) confirm this, explaining “this lack of guidance can have  detrimental effect on all 

students, but particularly students from low-income families, whose parents often lack 
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the ability, time and insight to provide guidance on the college-choice process” (p.35).  

Goff, Patino and Jackson (2004) confirm this in that research has “revealed that minority 

students are more likely to choose two-year colleges partly due to inferior information on 

academic options and lower socioeconomic status” (p.796).  HUR students oftentimes 

choose non-traditional colleges due to their lack of access to information sources.  

There is a great deal of empirical research that demonstrates “persons are more 

likely to complete a given level of education if their parents are (or were) more highly 

educated…[with] higher expected earnings for the children” (Geske & Cohn, 1998, p. 

23).  This familial influence is noted in relationship to the impact of community college 

programs in that “community college students are more likely to be the first in their 

family to attend college and are much less likely to have parents who have graduated 

from a four-year college” (Kane & Rouse, 1999, p. 66).  In addition to being an important 

information source, the educational levels of parents has a strong influence on the college 

choice processing of their children.  

 
Counselors:  Chapman (1981) and Hossler, Schmit and Vesper (1999) found that 

counselors were one of the most influential information sources for college choice 

processing.  McDonough (2002) describes the importance of counselors in college choice 

processing for “counselors who provide high levels of guidance and assistance increase a 

student’s likelihood of reaching a four-year college” (p. 21).  Despite the importance of 

counselors in college choice processing, HUR students frequently do not have access to 

counselors which jeopardizes their access to social capital for their college choice 

processing. McDonough (2002) explains that “African-American and Latino students are 

significantly more likely to have their college plans influenced by their high school 
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counselors and yet these are the student who are the least likely to have counselors” (p. 

9). She also adds that “only 6.4 percent of 2001 freshmen said that the advice of their 

high school counselor was very important to them in choosing a college” (p. 11). 

McDonough (2002) describes one study in which “students state that they usually never 

saw their counselors except for scheduling of classes…a general lack of counseling or 

wholly inadequate counseling has been found to be a major barrier to college 

preparation” (p. 17).  The college choice processing of HUR students is oftentimes 

negatively influenced by their lack of access to important information sources of which 

counselors and teachers are prominent.   

 Similar to McDonough, Stanton-Salazar (1997 describes how Latino high school 

students felt alienated from counselors and did not expect any assistance from them.   

 Low or minimalist expectations of teacher and counselors as sources of  
 help…were common, and for some students, such expectations were associated  
 with feelings of discomfort that were sometimes subtle, sometimes explicit. But  
 for some students, the idea of approaching teachers and counselors was downright  
 distressing (p. 194).   
 
Although counselors were indicated to have a major influence on college choice 

processing for both students and their parents, research indicates that HUR students did 

not develop networks and relationships with high school counselors in the same fashion 

as traditional students who attended four-year colleges after graduation.  Without these 

networks and relationships, HUR students are deprived of social and cultural capital from 

the counselors, which is vital to their success in college choice processing for 

“development of social ties to institutional agents is crucial to the social development and 

empowerment of ethnic minority children and youth precisely because these ties 

represent consistent and reliable sources” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 11) for information 
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needed for college choice processing for “even for low-status children and youth, the 

competencies entailed in activating the supportive potential of institutional agents as a 

crucial dimension of decoding usually stem from key socialization experiences derived 

from family and community networks”  (ibid).  HUR students oftentimes described their 

feelings of discouragement and alienation from counselors and so they were not able to 

access this information source for college.  

 

Other People: Hossler, Bean and Associates (1990) suggested that students currently 

enrolled in a college were highly influential on the college choice of potential students.  

People can also exert influence as coaches, alumni, and college representatives in 

performing a wide variety of tasks in varying environments, such as interviews, campus 

visits, phone calls, fairs, and presentations.  Likewise, Thomas (1990) found that advisors 

played a critical role in college choice. While previous business and educational 

marketing studies have varied in their conclusions of the effect of various information 

sources on customer and student choices, these studies demonstrates that people have 

some of the greatest influence. 

 

The Influence of Media on College Choice Processing 

 Studies in businesses and education fields that have focused on the effect of a 

wide variety of information sources as a means for marketing have varied in their 

conclusions (Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Litten & Brodigan, 1982).  Hiam (2004) 

and Phillip and Rasberry (2001) concluded that direct marketing (e.g., print advertising, 

mail, television, and telephone) was not effective with odds of advertising influencing 



70 

people’s choice ranging from 0.02% to 5% at the best and that people remained the 

greatest marketing influence on other people. This minimal effect, they theorized, might 

be due to the huge amount of advertising that people are exposed to and their mistrust of 

the advertising.  Byman (2002) provided similar findings, stating that 80% of general 

advertising dollars attracted only 20% of customers.  This can be applied to higher 

education where Chapman (1981) found similar effects in that most printed higher 

educational material had little impact on the students’ college choice although Hossler, 

Schmit and Vesper (1999) found a mixed effect.  In contrast, Litten and Brodigan (1982) 

found that publications were a preferred source of information for both parents and 

students.  College guides and fairs were listed as having the least influence, although 

Pagano and Terkla (1991) and Braxton (1990) found that college catalogs were the most 

useful.  They stated that “mailed information is one of the most important institutional 

information sources [and] alumni interviewer as the single best source for information” 

(p. 43).  Other researchers (Edwards & Laura, 1998 and Douglas 1984) found that print 

advertising was the most popular and effective means of general advertising.  Douglas 

(1984) described television as the most powerful means of general advertising, as 

demonstrated in a survey which indicated that 71% of grocery customers said it 

influenced them.  Studies of direct marketing as a source of information have varied in 

their conclusions about the influence these information sources have on the choices 

people make.   
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Other Information Sources 

 Some researchers incorporated other factors and information sources into their 

research on college choice processing by high school students.  Overall, the conclusions 

from research are mixed regarding the effect of other types of information sources.  

Hossler, Schmit and Vesper (1999) examined the effects from printed materials. Goff, 

Patino, and Jackson (2004), Hodges & Barbuto (2002), Pratt & Evans (2002), Espinoza, 

Bradshaw, & Hausman (2002), and Freeman (2006) found variations in the utilization 

and effect of other information sources amongst those surveyed, including parents, 

students, counselors, and teachers. Hossler, Bean and Associates (1990) found that “half 

of the entering freshmen at a liberal arts college first heard of the institution at a college 

fair…[and] campus visit is the most influential factor in a student’s decision to enroll” (p. 

112-113).   Goff, Patino and Jackson (2004) suggested differences between various 

ethnicities in what information sources influenced their college choice processing in their 

study of high school students.  They found that parents relied more on “college 

publications, personal contacts, high school counselors, students and websites [but] 

media sources, such as radio, newspapers, and television are less important” (p.796), 

which differed somewhat from students who were more apprehensive of publications and 

media, therefore relying more on friends and school personnel.   

 Litton and Brodigan (1982) and Murphy (1981) compared preferred information 

sources with college characteristics to determine which were important to students and 

parents in their decision-making processing. Some studies have indicated there is a 

difference in the use of information sources amongst students.  Paulsen (1990) cites one 

study in which Lewis and Morrison found that women valued advice from people more 
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than the general student population and that African-Americans utilized a greater variety 

of information sources and less advice from high school counselors. Pope and Fermin 

(2003) included some information sources in their research of factors influencing college 

choice of students at a research university.  They found that advertising did affect Latinos 

and African Americans more than they did white students.  They also found that African 

Americans valued religious sources more than other ethnicities in their processing of 

college choice.  While marketing’s influence on college choice has grown in importance 

within higher education, the focus in college choice models have focused on a select type 

of high school students and the institutional attributes of colleges that influenced their 

choice rather than on information sources utilized by HUR students who attend 

proprietary and two-year degree colleges.   

 

Why My Study Is Important 

 Previous college choice processing research has primarily been quantitative and 

has focused on traditional high school students who attend college immediately after 

finishing high school. In contrast, this study is mixed-method including a qualitative 

approach which focuses on the use of CIMS in college choice processing for a wide 

variety of students which provides a perspective on HUR students that cannot be gleaned 

from studies of traditional high school students.  It has not focused on HUR students who 

may not have the opportunity to traditionally process their college choice through 

Hossler’s and Gallagher’s three stages of college choice.  HUR students include the 

economically disadvantaged, minorities, and older students which is demonstrated in 

their alternative choices to not attend college or to attend non-traditional schools, such as 



73 

community colleges and proprietary colleges (Paulsen (1990), Goff, Patino and Jackson 

(2004), Somers et al (2006), and Freeman (2006).  Research has illustrated that the 

characteristics of HUR students limit their acquirement of social and cultural capital 

which restrict their college choice processing (Valenzuela, 1999; Gildersleeve, 2003; 

Braxton, 1990; Freeman, 2005).   This focus on quantitative studies primarily is described 

by Bradshaw, Espinoza, and Hausman (2001) who found “there is little qualitative 

research in this area that allows students to articulate in depth the various factors they 

considered when choosing a college” (p.15).  The lack of focus on qualitative research on 

the college choice processing and use of information sources by HUR students from 

various colleges raises questions about the applicability of previous studies and models to 

HUR students and the ability of higher educational institutions to serve them. Instead, 

previous research has focused primarily on how attributes of students, institutional 

characteristics, and economic factors influence the development of the predisposition 

phase of college choice processing for high school students who then enroll in four-year 

colleges immediately after graduation (Hossler, Bean & Associates, 1990). This lack of 

focus may be because “college choice research… has nearly exclusively been the domain 

of quantitative analysis” (McDonough, 1997, p. 4) with an absence of qualitative studies 

that explore the college choice processing for students whose attributes differ from those 

of traditional college students.  These limitations in the research leave unanswered 

questions with regards to the college choice processing of under-represented students in 

four-year degree programs. Previous college choice research has not sought to “find out 

why” (Ary, Jacobs, & Razavieh, 1990, p. 19) HUR students choose to not attend four-
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year degree colleges or to attend proprietary and two-year degree colleges and the use of 

information sources. Utilizing Hossler and Gallagher’s three-stage model for college  

choice, this study examined how information sources influenced and motivated HUR 

students in their college choice processing across a variety of colleges.  From this study, 

the utilization of CIMS to increase college access for HUR students was illustrated.    
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 This study examined the college choice processing of students who chose to 

attend four different types of colleges, which included a traditional four-year public 

university, community college, small proprietary college, and large four-year proprietary 

university. This variety within the types of colleges provided diverse data for the study of 

students who historically have been under-represented within higher education, such as 

minorities, women, students older than 24 years, and low SES (incomes less than 

$20,000) students and who did not have the opportunity to participate in the typical 

college choice processing demonstrated by traditional high school students as typified in 

previous studies who entered college immediately after finishing high schools.  This 

study provided examination of questions concerning what information sources were 

influential in the college choice processing of HUR students as described by ethnicity, 

age, socioeconomic, and gender attributes and how these sources were processed by these 

students in their choosing of a college.  These questions focused on what differences 

there are in the use of information sources in college choice processing for students who 

varied by ethnicity, gender, student ages, and income levels across a wide variety of 

colleges, including a traditional four-year degree university, community college, 

proprietary university and proprietary college.    

 

Methodology 

 Following the model of Camp (2001) and Marriam (1998) for qualitative 

research, this study used a mixed-method approach with interviews and surveys. The 



76 

mixed methods allowed for a greater in-depth study of students who historically have 

been under-represented in research, as well as in traditional colleges.  A mixed-method 

allowed probing at a micro level with personalized interviews with individual students as 

well as at a macro level with examination of large groups of students which is more 

similar to prior college choice research (Paulsen, 1990). Micro-level studies were 

preferred for this study with the focus was on individuals, i.e., students and 

administrators, and on “how particular environmental, institutional, and student attributes 

affect a student’s choice regarding whether or not to attend college and which college to 

attend.  They shift the focus of research from national, state, and institutional enrollment 

amounts to the estimation of the probability that an individual student will choose a 

particular” college (Paulsen, 1990, p. 7, 23).  Methods included surveys and interviews of 

students and administrators in addition to review of documents relating to demographics, 

enrollment, marketing, recruitment, and institutional description documents from a 

variety of postsecondary institutions.  

 For the purpose of this study, which was to promote inquiry in the determination 

of “why” different groups of students choose the colleges they do, interview questions 

were developed from the survey questions.  There was a general focus on collaborative 

inquiry from students and administrators which allowed the exploration of the “why” by 

building subsequent interviews upon the data collected from the earlier surveys and 

allowing participants to provide comments and feedback throughout various portions of 

the survey and interviews. Glaser and Strauss (1967) explained this as “the process of 

data collection for generating theory [in which] the analyst jointly collects, codes, and 

analyzes his data and decides what data to collect next and where to find his theory, in 
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order to develop his theory as it emerges” (p. 45). This was accomplished by utilizing the 

student surveys which were administered first to further define the administrator 

interview and survey.   

 Both the student surveys and administrator surveys and interviews were then 

utilized to define and enhance the interviews with select students from each institution.  

This type of model allowed for “ongoing research activity, in contrast to end stage” in the 

development of questions.  Questions were, therefore, developed through an emerging 

design that was “primarily inductive” (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 46) and 

verification of data through prolonged engagement and triangulation of the collection 

process.  Revisions of questions were repeated to provide ongoing progressive analysis 

from the student survey to the administrator interview and survey, then culminating in 

student interviews.  The questions from the student surveys led to additional questions 

and refinement for questions in the interviews. Glaser and Strauss (1967) described this 

type of approach in the development of questions as theoretical sampling because it 

allows researchers to build and broaden theoretical insights through the ongoing process 

of data collection and analysis.  

 

Context and Setting 

Types of Colleges 

 The four higher educational institutions which participated in this study are 

located in a large city in southwestern United States characterized by large senior citizen 

and Latino populations.  There is a strong public postsecondary presence within the state 

and within the city with numerous universities and community colleges, in addition to 
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many proprietary schools.  The institutions in this study varied in many ways, including 

size, programs, physical property, funding, origination, and mission.  All participants in 

this study, including institutions, administrators, and students remained anonymous with 

no collection or description of personal identifying data.  

The four types of higher educational institutions examined in this study are two 

proprietary and two public schools.  One of the proprietary schools is a large university 

that provides graduate degrees in addition to bachelor degrees and certificate programs.  

The other proprietary school offers associate degrees and certificate programs.  Both 

public schools are large with the university providing bachelor and graduate degrees and 

the community college offering associate degrees and certificate programs.  There are 

definitely significant differences between all of the universities and they represent a great 

variety of higher educational programs.  

 

Proprietary University:  Proprietary University (PROPU) is the one of the largest private 

institutions of higher education in the world. For this study, one administrator was 

interviewed due to his position which focused on public relations and general information 

in addition to their website and handouts.  The administrator described the school with 

pride as being one of the largest private universities in the world which has been in 

existence for more than 30 years. The location in this study was described as one of the 

first locations for the university.  

 PROPU is accredited by The Higher Learning Commission (HLC) and a member 

of the North Central Association (NCA). The school has learning centers and workshops 

which are conducted in various places throughout various states, in addition to a large 
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contingency of foreign students in areas such as East Asia, Europe and South America.  

Currently there are over 250,000 students with approximately 3300 students at this 

location.  The administrator described the students at PROPU as highly varied, 

representing the “greatest cross section of opportunity” due to the open access policies of 

the university.  He described the student population as primarily female, working, 36 

years of age, and more African Americans (21%), Latinos (11%), and Native American 

(1%) than most postsecondary institutions. The average household income of students is 

$50,000 to $60,000.  Students must be 23 years of age, possess a high school diploma or 

G.E.D. to enroll in the university, and must be employed, although exceptions can be 

made if approved.  Employment while enrolled in the university is an important concept 

because the university is depicted as a school that serves working adults.  Students 

receive significant amounts of financial aid, mostly as loans, with the university being 

“the single largest destination of financial aid” according to the Department of Education.  

Approximately 44% receive grants and 55% receive loans.  There are few scholarships 

available at this time.   

 Within the university, there are three schools which focus on business and 

technology, education, and health and human services.  There are programs for 

certificates, bachelor, and master degrees, and online courses for doctoral degrees.  

Bachelor degrees may be completed in two and one-half years. Courses are provided in 

one of three possible formats, which are face-to-face, online, or a combination of both 

online and face-to-face.  The growth in online courses has been significant within the past 

five years and now comprises approximately 25% of total enrollment.  Courses typically 

last five to six weeks and are primarily offered once a week in the evening although some 
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courses are offered on Saturday.  Students must also participate in team study groups for 

approximately four hours per week on a designated schedule.  There are approximately 

fifteen students per class, although class sizes may range from three to thirty students.  

Faculty members are required to possess either a master’s or doctorate degree in addition 

to more than five years experience within the field.  Approximately 25% of the faculty 

have doctorate degrees.   

 Students meet first with an enrollment counselor before they can begin.  

Academic counselors maintain contact with the students on a regular basis throughout 

their program of study, which includes frequent telephone calls, email, and personal 

visits. Financial aid counselors as well as various other staff interact with students 

throughout their schooling.  There is an association for alumni, but they have a limited 

influence on recruitment of students.  

 The administrator described the university’s marketing plan as being orchestrated 

nationally although the means of marketing vary according to geographic location and 

demographics of the people in an area.  The administrator rated the internet and web as 

the largest means of recruitment.  To a lesser extent, radio ads and local newspapers are 

also used, with some large cities having television ads.  Billboards and magazines are 

also used for advertising, in addition to mailings. The administrator rated the university’s 

team of specialist counselors who visit businesses, schools, events, clubs, and other 

community agencies as a critical source of recruitment.   

 

Proprietary College: Only one administrator was interviewed for the proprietary college 

(PROPC), which is a for-profit college which graduates approximately 300 students per 
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year in addition to their website and handouts.  Due to this smaller student population, the 

administrator and his director perform most of the major responsibilities for the college.  

Diplomas are offered to students in medical and business fields.  The college has been in 

existence for more than fifty years within the same community.  The college is currently 

owned by a large national corporation that includes seventeen other schools.  The college 

is accredited by a national agency and licensed by the state board for private 

postsecondary schools. PROPC is licensed to operate in the State by the State Board for 

Private Postsecondary Education. They are accredited to award diplomas and are certified 

by the Accrediting Council for Independent Colleges and Schools (ACICS). The college 

occupies two modern, stand-alone one-story buildings totaling 17,000 square feet.   

 The students at PROPC tend to be low-income single parents, primarily female.  

Student demographics are comprised of 45% white, 35% Latino, and 10% African-

American.  Approximately 85% of students are below the poverty level and almost 50% 

are single parents. The average age of students is in their late 20s. Over 90% of students 

receive loans and over 90% receive grants.  There are only a few scholarships that are 

available at this time.  Over 50% of daytime students are employed while attending 

school, and over 75% of evening students work.   

 Students attend classes on the campus.  There is no long distance education at this 

time. Students can choose to attend either a morning session or an evening session for 

four hours each day.  Most programs require eight to ten months to complete. Upon 

completion of the program, students receive diplomas if they have a high school diploma 

or G.E.D.; if not, they receive a certificate.  High school diplomas and G.E.D.s, however, 

are not required to enroll in the school, although students are required to pass an 
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assessment test. Faculty members are required to have more than five years experience 

and/or education within their teaching field.  Currently, several faculty members have 

master degrees and numerous members have bachelor degrees.  

 Various faculty and staff provide advising and assistance to students.   Students 

are required to meet with an admissions counselor before they are admitted to the college.  

They also meet with a financial aid counselor.  The Director of Education has 

considerable interaction with students for many issues, including scheduling and 

conflicts.  The Director of the college also meets with students for various reasons, 

including interviewing students to ensure their proper placement within the college.  

 The college utilizes numerous means for recruitment.  Advisors have extensive 

interaction with community and governmental agencies, high schools, and employers 

through attendance at various events, such as employment fairs.  All types of media 

marketing are coordinated through the marketing department of the national organization 

with which the college is associated.   Major media includes newspaper and television 

ads.  Other means of advertising include the yellow pages, internet, and college 

publications.  Emphasis is placed on phone calls to individuals who have expressed 

interest in the college.  Advisors do attend public activities, such as career fairs and high 

schools, to recruit students.              

 

Public University: Public University (PUBU) is a research university begun in the late 

1800s when approved by the state legislature.   In addition to the use of several 

publications, website, and factbook, two administrators were interviewed at PUBU.  One 

administrator specializes in overall presentation of information about the university and 
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the other specializes in the new efforts within the university to enhance recruitment of 

new students.  The first PUBU administrator described the university as one of the top 

public research universities in the country. Institutional accreditation is granted by six 

regional agencies, one of which is the Commission on Institutions of Higher Education of 

the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools (NCA).   

 PUBU is comprised of seven academic colleges, four professional colleges, and 

four colleges including a medical center. It also reaches people throughout the state by 

encompassing a technology park, cooperative extension service, and additional campuses 

within town, as well as outside the town. PUBU offers over 150 bachelor’s degree 

programs and over 200 master’s, doctoral and specialist degrees. Programs include law, 

business, education, engineering, architecture and many more that are typical of a public 

university including a medical center.  Faculty are required to have a master’s degree but  

the majority have their doctoral degrees.  

 The students at PUBU were younger and less diverse than at the proprietary 

colleges.  GPA of freshmen at PUBU in 2004 was 3.45 for instate and 3.25 for out-of-

state students.  Seventy-eight percent of the students were within the age range of 18 to 

22.  Ethnically, 13.6% of students were Latino, 2.7% were African-American, 5.4% were 

Asian, 2.1% were Native American and 64% were white. Financial aid consisted of loans 

which 58% of students received and 42% of students received scholarships and grants.    

 Recruitment of new students is generated primarily through a selective processing 

which utilizes lists which are purchased from various sources, such as the National 

Research Center for College and University Admissions, College Board, and various 

school systems with focus on top-performing and ethnically diverse students. From these 
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lists, top-performing prospects are selected who received direct mail from the university.  

If the prospect responds, then they are known as an inquiry and additional follow-up 

contact is pursued.  At this time, the University is redeveloping their methods of 

recruitment as they want to improve their recruitment of a greater diversity of students.  

The administrator described the importance of more focus at PUBU on recruitment of 

various ethnicities by citing a recent PEW study in which it was found that Latinos aim 

for two-year degree rather than four-year degree programs.  Therefore, the University 

believes that they need to extend themselves more into the areas of recruitment that 

influence the postsecondary choices of Latinos, such as family. The administrator 

suggested various techniques that the university may use, such as telecounseling and uses 

of media.  These future recruitment efforts will also include within the year the use of 

roadtrips into other states and seminars with parents to help provide information about 

the university.  The university does currently use high school recruiters who visit high 

schools throughout the year, but this will become more selective in the future.  At this 

time, the university does not use any digital advertising, such as television or radio ads.  

The university has developed a new web page with some portions of the page focusing on 

recruitment of students, including a video tour of the university.  An electronic newsletter 

is sent to any prospective students who request it.  In addition, there is a web portal called 

Webcats which allows prospective students to create their own space and communicate 

with the university and other students. The university does not use any popups or banner 

ads on the web.   
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Public Community College: Public community college (PUBCC) is more than thirty 

years old and serves more than 85,000 credit and noncredit students each year.   It is 

accredited by the Commission on Institutions of Higher Education of the North Central 

Association of Colleges and Schools (NCA).  PUBCC has six campuses and more than 

70 off-campus sites located throughout the city and surrounding communities. In 

addition, it has two learning centers.  Similar to PUBU, several publications and the 

websites were utilized in addition to interviews with two administrators.  One of the 

administrators is in top levels of administration at the college and the other is involved in 

institutional research.   

 PUBCC offers more than 5,500 active courses in 62 distinct program areas 

leading to certificates and associate's degrees. Degrees can often be completed in two 

years or less, and some certificates for direct employment can be completed in as little as 

two months.  Students can choose classes from a variety of day, evening, weekend, short-

term (eight weeks or less), and self-paced formats. Televised and internet classes allow 

students to learn from home or their workplace.  Some programs have additional 

accreditation where applicable, such as nursing and veterinary technology. The college 

has various other community programs, such as adult education, courses with various 

businesses and the military, and children programs.  There are many agreements with 

four-year degree public universities within the state for two-plus-two programs in which 

students complete their first two years at the college and then transfer to the university to 

complete their last two years to earn a bachelor’s degree. Students can enroll in single 

courses, if desired.    
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 Students are required to take assessment tests before admission to the college if 

they are pursuing a degree or certificate. If the assessment indicates that the student does 

not meet the requirements to attend the college, students can enroll in developmental 

education courses with approximately 86% of students needing remediation in either 

reading, writing, and/or math.   Faculty are usually required to have bachelor or master’s 

degree in the field in which they teach, although faculty qualifications can vary 

depending on the program in which they instruct, such as the replacement of the 

educational requirements for a specified number of years of experience within the field 

they are instructing.   

 The campuses differ some in their student makeup, with some campuses having 

more representation from low SES students or Latino students.  In 2003, 29% of students 

were Latino, 4% were African-American, 4% were Native American, and 4% were 

Asian-Americans.  Women constituted 56% of the students.  Average age of students is 

28.  Approximately 41% of students received grants, 21% received scholarships, and 

17% received loans.   

 There is an increased emphasis on marketing within the past year at the college 

with a new position for vice chancellor of marketing, in addition to several other major 

administrative changes within the past year, which probably did not affect the students 

interviewed in this study.  This has resulted in increased radio and television ads, in 

addition to mailings.  The new marketing plan has identified several new targets as 

primary sources for student recruitment, which includes an older population from ages 25 

to 54 and Spanish-speaking students with Latinos now comprising 35.7% of the city 

population. In addition, the plan cites adults over the age of 55 as a “largely untapped” 
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market for recruitment with an 11% growth in this group within the city.  For many years, 

the college has distributed mailings of their schedule of classes.  The college has recently 

developed a new web site.  Many community activities are provided by the college or on 

college premises, such as fine arts productions.   

 

Participants 

 Sampling of participants was not random, but purposive with administrators and 

students selected due to their participation or enrollment within business-oriented courses 

at each institution studied.  Business-oriented courses were selected because all of the 

colleges had these types of courses and the use of similar programs provided for more 

congruence in student type across the colleges, rather than, for example, trying to 

compare engineering students to education students who have significant differences in 

their attributes and capital.   The choice of administrators was based upon their level of 

responsibilities and duties as it related to their knowledge of college activities associated 

with college choice.  The number of administrators interviewed at each institution was 

based on the size of the institution and the division of duties of administrators. Two 

administrators were interviewed for PUBU and PUBCC each and one for PROPU and 

PROPC each. It was important to ensure that administrators chosen for the interviews had 

the knowledge and proper authority from the institution to provide accurate data.  

 

Classes 

 The choice of students who completed the survey was based on the criteria that 

they were currently enrolled in the school in a business-oriented class to provide 
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consistency of student characteristics within a similar field of study across the variety of 

institutions studied.  Participation of students was voluntary and they were in their second 

semester of the year which reduced bias from students who were not seriously pursuing a 

college education and would have dropped out in the first semester or from instructors 

who may have attempted to influence retention of students or elimination of students 

within beginning level courses in order to enhance the program. Creamer and Akins 

(1981) describe these effects as the “enroll-them-first-then-decide-if-it-was-a-good-idea 

syndrome” or the “cooling in of students.”  For example, a school may begin a new 

program in the hopes of recruiting enough students and may then attempt to retain 

students by reducing academic standards.  Therefore, students in this study had 

completed almost a year of study at the college and, therefore, were more college-

oriented students. 

Classes surveyed were selected based upon obtaining instructor permission within 

business-related fields in all participating schools.  Several classes were surveyed to 

obtain completion of the survey.  The number of students completing the survey was 77 

at PUBU, 69 at PUBCC, 48 at PROPC, and 62 at PROPU.   All students attending 

selected classes when the survey was administered were included in the sample.  Despite 

the surveys being voluntary, all students chose to participate. Students were not selected 

based on demographics within the class, such as gender or ethnicity, although student 

attributes were requested for the purposes of classifying the student as existing within a 

HUR group.  Due to the selectivity of the classes as being related to business fields, the 

demographics from each college may not have been reflective of the entire student 

population at each college, but were, therefore, more comparable to each other and yet 
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reasonably reflective of student demographics for the whole college.  At most of the 

colleges the gender ratio was fairly equivalent with a slight higher proportion of men 

averaging around 54% to 65%, but at PROPC, there were a far greater proportion of 

women at 88%.  The greatest percentage of older students was at PROPU where 87% of 

the students were over the age of 24 and the youngest students were at PUBU where 97% 

of students were under the age of 24.  PUBCC and PROPC were mid range at 78% and 

62% of students were younger than 24, respectively.  With respect to this community 

having a large Latino population, there were differences between the colleges with 

PUBCC and PROPC having the largest Latino populations at 46% and 50%, respectively.  

At PROPU, 8% and at PUBU, 24% were Latino.  The percentage of African-American 

students was not as great with the highest percentage at PROPC (8%) and PROPU  (11%) 

and the lowest at PUBU (3%) and PUBCC (1%).  There are some considerable 

differences in student demographics across the colleges.   

 

Students 

After completion of the surveys, five students from each college were interviewed 

who had at least one attribute of HUR students, i.e., older than 24, certain ethnicities, and 

low SES.  Selection was based on their willingness to participate and their enrollment in a 

business-oriented area of study.  It is recognized that the city in this study has a higher-

than-average Latino population and senior citizens due to its location within southwestern 

United States which was reflected in student demographics.  
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Data Collection 

 Within today’s changing environment of postsecondary education, many 

researchers and administrators have focused their empirical studies of college choice 

processes on high school students and institutional characteristics that influence college 

choice processing for those attending college immediately after finishing high school 

(Hossler & Bean, 1990; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Braxton, John 1990). The study 

of the processing of college choice by HUR students across a variety of higher 

educational institutions is limited in previous research, but was the focus of this study. In 

contrast to previous studies, focus in this study was on the influence of external and 

internal information sources on college choice processing for a variety of students with 

respect to ethnicity, gender, age, and socioeconomic factors across a variety of 

postsecondary schools.  Focus was on these factors because they represent attributes of 

students who have historically been under-represented in postsecondary education, 

particularly traditional four-year degree programs. In this study, through surveys, 

interviews, and review of documents relating to demographics, enrollment, marketing, 

recruitment, and institutional description, the utilization of informational sources by 

students was examined. In order to understand the processing of college choices for HUR 

students across a variety of postsecondary schools and to be better able to serve this 

students and provide college access, it was important to study the influence of a wide 

variety of information sources on HUR students.  
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Format of Interviews and Surveys 

 To achieve the development of questions, both open- and closed-ended questions 

were included in the interviews and to a lesser degree in the surveys.  In the surveys, 

students were encouraged to provide comments.  Questions for the surveys were 

developed from formats and questions of previous research surveys that focused on 

college choice   Questions were derived from research that studied HUR student 

populations.  Previous college choice research that included focus on information sources 

was utilized for development of questions, such as Litten and Brodigan (1982), and 

Leslie, Johnson and Carlson (1977).   Closed-ended questions helped provide uniformity 

across the wide variety and number of participants.  Open-ended questions helped 

promote inquiry and elicit responses from students, in addition to reducing researcher’s 

bias by eliciting a wide variety of responses, including unexpected and useful responses 

that were not included on the survey (Struggs, 1981). From these questions, additional 

data and/or verification of survey answers in addition to proper completion of the survey 

were enhanced.    

 

Student Surveys:  Because the information collected from administrators portrayed the 

school’s perspective, the primary focus of this study was the students’ perspectives as 

derived from information collected from the student surveys and interviews.  Data 

collection began with the completion of student surveys, which was then followed by the 

interview and completion of the survey by the administrators at each college, and finally 

with the student interviews. 



92 

 Data was initially collected from approximately fifty students from each school 

within selected classrooms through surveys with focus on information sources and 

student attributes. The survey was developed based on previous research and analysis of 

major factors contributing to under-representation for certain groups of students.  This 

survey was administered to students who volunteered within selected classrooms at the 

various schools with approval from the University’s Human Subjects Department. 

Students were informed of the purpose of the survey and assistance was available but 

students were able to easily complete the survey with no questions.  Students were 

encouraged to provide comments, if desired. All students in the classes agreed to 

complete the survey and students had minimal difficulty completing the survey which 

took approximately five minutes.  The timing of the administration of the surveys 

contributed to high completion rates for the surveys because they were administered one 

week before finals, so classroom attendance was high since students had attended class in 

order to obtain information about their final tests.   

 Information sources were classified as people, media, agencies, and activities but 

were expanded more than the administrators’ survey as students are more cognizant of 

the influence of information sources on their college choice processing than 

administrators were.  Media included sources employed by the schools and included 

outside influences, such as guidebooks and magazines (Hiam 2004; Douglas 1984).  

People include parents, other family, friends, college representatives, high school 

counselors and teachers and others.  Activities are classified as college and external 

which included community activities. Agencies included employment, government, 

military, religious, and other.  
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 The structure of the questions in the student interviews and surveys were variable, 

with some questions requiring descriptive answers and others requiring the selection of 

one or more choices. A crucial part of the survey was the selection by the student of the 

most influential information sources in their college choice, in addition to rating the top 

sources. Students were then asked to choose one information source as their initial 

information source. The survey required five minutes to complete and was completed 

within the classroom by all students voluntarily.   

 

Administrators Interviews and Surveys: Administrators completed both a 10-minute 

survey and a one-hour semi-directed interview, similar to Hardy’s (2000) interview style, 

which followed completion of surveys by students within classrooms. Documents 

relating to demographics, enrollment, marketing, recruitment, and institutional 

description were requested and reviewed prior to interviews with the administrators 

where useful. In addition, administrators provided other documents, such as catalogs, 

brochures, and fact books.   The administrator’s surveys and interviews were conducted 

with respect to the needs of the administrator. The survey was four pages in length.  The 

format of the survey was questions that required selection of one or more choices or 

provision of information.  Additional space was allowed for comments at the end of the 

survey to elicit any open-ended responses.  The interview was recorded in addition to 

written notes that included exact quotes. The surveys took 10 minutes and interviews 

took one hour each. All administrators agreed to recording of the interviews.     

There were limitations in available resources from previous research in which 

information sources were not the major focus of these studies nor were HUR students. 
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While some types of information, such as institutional characteristics, types of programs, 

student attributes, and information sources from various sources such as institutional 

documents and websites, were obtained prior to the interview and student surveys, these 

questions were asked of the administrators to elicit additional information or insights 

from them.  Information obtained included size of campus, number of instructional sites, 

number of students, and number of programs.  Structure of the institution was 

distinguished by proprietary, public, community college, or university.  Types of 

programs were distinguished by certificate, credit, noncredit, web, evening courses, 

associate degree and bachelor degree.   

Information sources were classified as media, people, agencies, or activities.  

External media included television, radio, billboards, and magazines. College media 

included catalogs, brochures, newsletters, and internet (Hiam 2004; Douglas 1984).  

People were classified as college counselors and teachers and others.  For the 

administrator’ survey, the focus was on postsecondary influences, including counselors, 

coaches, alumni, current students, and teachers as information sources. Agencies included 

government, religious, cultural, or community as information sources. Activities were 

classified as college or external, such as seminars, community events, high school visits, 

and campus tours.  

Documents provided by the administrator were analyzed for data concerning 

student demographics and attributes, the use of information sources, and descriptions of 

the school.   Although administrators were surveyed concerning information sources, 

their responses differed from the students in that their perceptions were based on what the 

school has prioritized as being most significant, which did not necessarily reflect reality 
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for the students.  Misperceptions were certainly aggravated by the lack of focus in higher 

education on HUR students across a variety of postsecondary institutions.  Therefore, the 

surveys and interviews with administrators provided the perspective and description of 

the school concerning information sources as background for analysis of student surveys 

and interviews, but did not portray a completely accurate picture of what information 

sources students were utilizing to make their college choices.   

 

Student Interviews:  The students’ and administrators’ surveys and interviews were used 

to revise student surveys to create a questionnaire for the student interviews. This 

promoted applicability and completeness of data.   The student interviews were 

conducted with five students from each school and lasted approximately one hour. 

Students were very eager to share and some interviews lasted two hours.  Interview 

questions were constructed as open-ended to allow for elaboration and spontaneity, 

particularly in questions determined to require additional information from survey 

responses (Pagano & Terkla, 1991; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999). All students agreed 

to recording of the interviews in addition to written notes that included exact quotes. All 

interviews were then transcribed.  Responses to the interview questions by individual 

students were analyzed with respect to the survey questions and interviews for their 

school and in comparison to the other schools in this study.   

 Although student attributes were requested for the purpose of classifying students 

in relationship to the influence of information sources, there was no collection of personal 

identification of students.  It was important in this study to determine student attributes to 

define HUR students, which is the focus of this study.  This was important because 
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previous research, such as Litten and Brodigan (1982) and Leslie, Johnson and Carlson 

(1977), did not focus on college choice processing for HUR students across a wide 

variety of colleges.  Instead they focused on college choices for traditional students in 

high school who attended college immediately after finishing high school with minimal 

focus on information sources.  

 Utilizing the categories in previous research for definition of HUR students 

(Hossler 1982, Portes & Wilson, 1976, Stage & Hossler, 1989, Conklin & Daily 1981, 

and Litten & Brodigan, 1982), HUR students were categorized as possessing any of the 

following attributes: low family income less than $20,000, minority, and older than 24.    

These categories allowed for the collection of data to define HUR students as 

demonstrated in previous research with regards to limitations in college choice. 

Additional data was collected which further defined attributes that have been linked in 

the research to HUR status, i.e., parental educational levels, academic performance, and 

parenthood.  

 

Data Analysis 

 Responses to be analyzed were derived from completed surveys and from 

interviews of selected students and administrators.  The ultimate goal for the surveys of 

students and administrators was to provide internal and external comparative frameworks 

for the provision and analysis of the interviews with the students, thus providing in-depth 

case studies of their college choice processing. Similar to the qualitative studies of 

McDonough (1997) and Freeman (1997), data from surveys was used to create a 

portrayal of students at each school with regards to student attributes and their use of 
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information sources, which was then compared with the responses of students who were 

interviewed. The student interviews were based on the questions that were contained 

within the surveys, but with more open-ended questions and encouragement for 

elaboration of responses from students.  The responses were then analyzed in comparison 

to the surveys from other students and administrators.   

 Demographics of students for this study varied across the four colleges. The 

greatest percentage of students older than 24 was at PROPU (87%) while the youngest 

students were at PUBU (97%) with PROPC and PUBCC ranging in the high mid-range at 

63% and 78% for students older than 24, respectively.  

Table 2  
Students Younger or Older Than 24   
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

24 or younger 97% 78% 63% 13%

Older than 24 3% 22% 37% 87%

The greatest percentage of students with the lowest SES (58%) and greatest number of 

Latino (50%) students were at PROPC.  Percentage of students with the highest incomes 

were at PUBU (53%) and PROPU (56%) with no students from PROPC reporting high 

incomes.  
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Table 3 
Students’ Current SES/Family Income 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

<$20,000 26% 16% 58% 1%

$20,000-

<$50,000 

21% 55% 42% 44%

$50,000 and up 53% 29% 0% 55%

While the greatest percentage of Latino students were at PROPC (50%), PUBCC also had 

a high percentage at 47%.  There was also a significant percentage of Latino students at 

PROPU at 24%, but only 8% at PUBU which is notable since this study was conducted in 

an area of the country with a high population of Latinos.  There was less dramatic 

differences in percentages of African-Americans with the highest percentage at PROPU 

(11%) and the lowest at PUBU (2%).  Percentages of American Indians attending the 

colleges were low across all colleges with the highest percentage at PROPC (5%) and the 

lowest at PUBCC (0%).   

Table 4 
Student’s Ethnicity 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

White 64% 39% 37% 52%

Latino 8% 47% 50% 24%

African-
American 

2% 6% 8% 11%

American Indian 1% 0% 5% 3%

Other 25% 8% 0% 10%
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While there certainly are variances in the demographics across the colleges due to the 

limitations of this study, such as the area of the country and the college program studied, 

it does provide a good description of where HUR students are attending college.   

Information sources were classified as people, media, agencies, and activities 

Although students were requested to select at least one information from each major 

classification, they were also requested to rate which ones were the most influential in 

their choice of a school and which one was the first source of information.  This served as 

the primary focus of information sources in relationship to student attributes and type of 

school chosen. Additional selections were used to determine if some information sources 

were not influential on college choice for certain groups of students at the various 

schools.    

 For the purposes of this study, examination of the information sources that 

affected the first stage of predisposition focused on cultural capital from family, 

community, secondary school and religious groups as these groups can affect college 

choice processing early in life.  
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Table 5 
Classification of Information Sources and Influential Factors for Analysis in College 
Choice by Stages 

 
Stage 1  PREDISPOSITION         Encouragement family/other 
 Encouragement high school personnel 
 Religious and community agencies 
 Academic ability 
 Parental/family educational levels 
 Socioeconomic status 
 Secondary interest in attending  
 college 
Stage 2  SEARCH   Information family/other 
 Information high school personnel 
 Postsecondary school personnel 
 Governmental agencies 
 Other agencies 
 Postsecondary activities 
 Media 

It is also important to determine the time frame for development of the predisposition 

stage to determine how HUR students may vary from traditional high school students 

which may influence their use of the college choice models. Development of a 

predisposition earlier or later in life than during secondary schools suggests that college 

choice models, such as Hossler and Gallagher’s three stage model, would need revision 

in application to these students because these students would not typify students in 

previous research who conducted their college choice processing in high school.  

 While predisposition factors are related to cultural capital within a students’ life, 

the second stage (search), was examined through various information source that 

provided social capital relative to college choice processing, including friends, 

classmates, coworkers, high school and college personnel, media, activities, and agencies. 

This included tours, governmental agency counselors, community activities, brochures, 



101 

catalogs, and television. It is also important to determine the time frame for conduction of 

the search stage to determine how HUR students may vary from traditional high school 

students which may influence their use of the college choice models. It is also important 

to study the conduction of the search stage because postsecondary colleges typically 

focus their recruitment efforts on this stage in high school, which may not be serving UR 

students well. The search stage ends once the student makes their choice.  

 In this qualitative study, Hossler and Gallagher’s three stage model was used to 

analyze the college choice processing for a variety of students across a variety of 

postsecondary institutions.  The surveys of administrators and students were completed 

before individual student interviews were used to provide reference for evaluation of the 

interviews.  The surveys and interviews were designed with various elements to examine 

student attributes for the purposes of classifying how information sources are used in the 

search for a college by a variety of student across a variety of postsecondary institutions.   

 

Positionality 

 The researcher has been a faculty member and program manager at a community 

college for the past ten years.   The focus of this community college includes remediation 

and developmental education with 85% of students requiring some remediation as 

determined by the assessment test which is required for admission (Pima Community 

College Institutional Research, May 2007).  Being a community college located in 

southwest United States, this college serves a student population that is characteristically 

lower SES, older and Latino.  For these reasons, the researcher has extensive experience 

in instruction, development of curriculum and programs, and provision of student 
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services, including recruitment and advising for a student population that has been 

historically under-represented which certainly provided impetus for this study. While 

advising students, this researcher frequently encountered stories about HUR students 

selecting more expensive proprietary colleges which also peaked her desire to further 

study why these students chose a more expensive proprietary college, particularly when 

the college did not provide degrees.   In addition, this researcher was raised in a single 

parent household with a mother who did not attend college and who worked several 

minimum wage jobs to support her six children, just as her mother did.  It was only with 

the advent of the Pell grant that the researcher and her siblings were able to attend college 

and break the cycle of no college education in their family which also provided impetus 

for this study as the researcher is familiar personally and professionally with the barriers 

and impact that face historically under-represented students in attending college.   
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 This mixed-methods study focused on the influence of information sources on the 

college choice processing of historically under-represented (HUR) students across a 

variety of institutions which has not been a primary focus of previous college choice 

research which focused on the effect of student and institutional characteristics on college 

choice processing with select types of high school students (Chapman, 1981; Hossler, 

Braxton & Coopersmith, 1989; Litten & Brodigan, 1982; Murphy, 1981),.  In this study, 

HUR students included Latinos, African-Americans, low SES, and students who were 

older than 24.  Other minorities were not sufficiently represented in the findings of this 

study so they were not examined in this study. These groups of students have been 

historically under-represented in traditional colleges due in part to their absence from 

traditional colleges, greater presence at non-traditional colleges (Brint and Karabel, 1989; 

Clark, 1960), and their lack of utilization of traditional information sources to process 

their college choice (Kotler & Fox, 1985; Maguire & Lay, 1981; Ihlanfeldt, 1980; 

Hossler, Bean & Associates, 1990).     

 In this mixed-methods study, students from four different colleges were surveyed 

and five students from each college were interviewed regarding how information sources 

influenced their college choice processing.  Students were categorized with a focus on 

historically under-represented categories and interviewed students possessed at least one 

of the following characteristics:  Latino, African-American, older than 24, and low SES 

with incomes of $20,000 or less.  Questions focused on students’ backgrounds and 

information sources with respect to social and cultural capital and how these influenced 
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their college choice processing.  In this study, cultural capital used in college choice 

processing was examined with respect to familial and cultural information sources which 

contributed to the development of the predisposition to attend college.  Social capital was 

examined through the latter development of social relationships and networks that 

facilitated the search for a college, primarily during high school and in adulthood. This is 

similar to Valenzuela’s (1999) definition of social capital which “comes into being 

whenever social interaction makes use of resources residing within the web of social 

relationships” (p. 27).  The examination of these types of social and cultural capital used 

by HUR students demonstrated what role information sources had on college choice 

processing.     

 

Historically Under-Represented Students  

 In this study’s examination of HUR students from four different types of 

traditional and nontraditional colleges, limitations on college choice processing were 

demonstrated by age, SES, ethnicity, and gender.  

 

Age 

 The importance of age on college choice processing is reflected in survey results 

wherein the greatest number of older students chose to attend the proprietary university 

where the median student age was 32.  Students were younger at the other schools with 

both PROPC and the public colleges having a greater presence of younger students with a 

median age of 23, but PUBU had the youngest students with a median age of 20. This 
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discrepancy in the age of students at the various colleges is significant with 98% of 

students from PUBU under age 24 and only 13% of students from PROPU under age 24  

Figure 1 
Students Younger or Older Than 24 By College 
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Table 6  
Students Younger or Older Than 24 By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

24 or younger 98% 78% 63% 13%

Older than 24 2% 22% 37% 87%

Other surveyed factors associated with age were also consistent across the colleges with 

the greatest number of students living with their parents from PUBU (32%) and the 

greatest number of students who did not live with their parents from PROPU (94%) .  
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Figure 2 
Students Who Lived with Parents By College 
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Table 7  
Students Who Live with Parents By College 

 PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Live with parents 68% 51% 33% 6%

Does not live 
with parents 

32% 49% 67% 94%

Figure 3 
Students Who Lived with Parents By Ethnicity 
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Table 8 
Students Who Live with Parents  By Ethnicity 

 Latino White Black Indian Other 

Live with parents 37% 36% 8% 29% 45%

Does not live 
with parents 

63% 64% 92% 71% 55%

Figure 4 
Students Who Lived with Parents By Age 
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Table 9  
Students Who Live with Parents  By Age 

 <24 >24 

Live with parents 60% 5%

Does not live 
with parents 

40% 95%
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Figure 5 
Students Who Lived with Parents By Current Income 
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Table 10  
Students Who Live with Parents By Current Income 

 <$20,000 $20,000-

$50,000 

>$50,000

Live with parents 11% 37% 58%

Does not live 
with parents 

89% 63% 42%

The college choice processing of older students at PROPU was also influenced positively 

by their having greater current income, which is discussed later.   Age was demonstrated 

to have an influence on the college choice processing of students in that older-aged 

students more often chose to attend PROPU and the youngest students chose to attend 

PUBU.   

 
Socioeconomic Status 

 For college choice processing, socioeconomic status was examined in several 

areas, including past and current family finances with reference to marital status and 

parental educational levels.  Current and past family finances during high school were 
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demonstrated within the surveys and interviews to be linked to limitations on college 

choice processing for HUR students.  The highest rates of students who described 

themselves as low SES during high school were from the proprietary colleges where the 

greatest numbers of students were older, single parents, female, and Latino.  Surveys 

demonstrated that the highest rates of students raised in a low-SES families were at 

PROPU (18%) and PROPC (12%) compared to the lowest rates at PUBU (5%)  

Figure 6 
SES When Student Was in High School By College 

 

Table 11 
SES When Student Was in High School By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Poor 5% 11% 12% 18%
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Regarding current income, students at PROPC, which had the greatest percentage of 

female, single parents, and Latino students, had the lowest income.  Current income for 

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

Poor Middle High

PUBU
PUBCC
PROPC
PROPU



110 

58% of PROPC students was below $20,000 or less and no student reported an income  

$50,000 or greater.  However, at PUBU with the greatest numbers of traditional students, 

26% of students reported their family income was $20,000 or less and 53% reported an 

income $50,000 or greater.  Although students at PROPU had reported some of the 

lowest income during high school, they reported some of the highest current income with 

55% earning $50,000 or more a year and only 1% earning $20,000 or less.   

Figure 7 
Students’ Current Family Income By College 
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Table 12 
Students’ Current Family Income By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

<$20,000 26% 16% 58% 1%

$20,000-

<$50,000 

21% 55% 42% 44%

$50,000 or more 53% 29% 0% 55%
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Past and current incomes were demonstrated to correlate to students’ college choice 

processing with a greater preference for proprietary colleges for students who were low 

SES.   

 Socioeconomic status was also influential on college choice processing with 

regards to marital status with the greatest number of low SES with no students earning  

$50,000 or more per year at PROPC where there was also the highest rate of students as 

single parents, mostly mothers (42%) 

Figure 8 
Students Who Are Single Parents By College 
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Table 13 
Students Who Are Single Parents By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Single Parent 1% 9% 42% 20%

Not Single 
Parent 

99% 91% 58% 80%
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Figure 9 
Students Who Are Single Parents By Ethnicity 
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Table 14 
Students Who Are Single Parents By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Single Parent 15% 13% 31% 43% 0%

Not Single 
Parent 

85% 87% 69% 57% 100%

Figure 10 
Students Who Are Single Parents By Age 
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Table 15 
Students Who Are Single Parents By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Single Parent 6% 27%

Not Single 
Parent 

94% 73%

Figure 11 
Students Who Are Single Parents By Current Income 
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Table 16 
Students Who Are Single Parents By Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Single Parent  20% 20% 7%

Not Single 
Parent 

80% 80% 93%

Conversely, PUBU had the lowest rate of students who were single parents, (1%) and had 

the highest SES (53% earning $50,000 or more).  Likewise, this influence is repeated in 

that students at PROPC with the highest rate of students as single parents reported the 

highest percentage of students who were raised by a single parent, mostly mothers (63%).  

This stands in stark contrast to the other colleges which ranged from 3% to 6%.  This 
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higher percentage of single parents who were, themselves, raised by single parents at 

PROPC where students had the lowest SES and greatest percentage of females and 

Latinos, illustrates how the marital status of parents contributes to limitations on SES and 

college choice processing for themselves and their children.     

Figure 12 
Students Who Were Raised by Single Parent By College 
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Table 17 
Students Who Were Raised by Single Parent By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Raised by single 
parent 

14% 25% 63% 29%

Raised by both 
parents 

86% 75% 37% 71%
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Figure 13 
Students Who Were Raised by Single Parent By Ethnicity 
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Table 18 
Students Who Were Raised by Single Parent By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Raised by single 
parent 

45% 16% 54% 57% 15%

Raised by both 
parents 

55% 84% 46% 43% 85%

Figure 14 
Students Who Were Raised by Single Parent By Age 
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Table 19 
Students Who Were Raised by Single Parent By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Raised by single 
parent 

24% 30%

Raised by both 
parents 

76% 70%

Figure 15 
Students Who Were Raised by Single Parent By Current Income 
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Table 20 
Students Who Were Raised by Single Parent By Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000 

>$50,000

Raised by single 
parent 

56% 19% 14%

Raised by both 
parents 

44% 81% 86%

An additional family economic constraint on subsequent college choice 

processing noted during the interviews was the presence of children.  One 20-year-old 

Latino male spoke about these constraints and motivation of family on his college choice 



117 

processing.  He had decided to return to PROPC because he was going to be a father and 

wanted to complete college faster so that he could get a decent-paying job.  When asked 

if having a child and family affected his college choice processing, he confirmed this,  

 It plays a lot actually, because I mean, she was pregnant and I was still going to 
 school, which I would have gone for longer, but I had to be able to support her 
 and what not, it takes a lot and I thought that it would be something I still like and  
 could do something, like I couldn’t make the money, but something that would 
 make me happy, it played it a part in that I could get it done quicker and still be 
 more or less happy with what I was doing.   
 

Socioeconomic status was also influential on college choice processing relative to 

parental educational levels.  At PROPC where students had the lowest SES, students’ 

parents had the lowest educational levels.  At PROPC, 79% of students had fathers and 

50% had mothers who did not attend college but at PUBU, it was opposite where 88% of 

students had fathers and 86% had mothers who had attended college.  An even greater 

contrast is seen in that 44% of fathers and 21% of mothers of students at PUBU had 

graduate degrees but only 4% of fathers and 8% of mothers of students at PROPC had 

graduate degrees. 

Figure 16 
Student’s Father’s Educational Level By College 
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Table 21 
Student’s Father’s Educational Level By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

High school or 
less 

12% 43% 79% 39%

College degree 44% 35% 17% 42%

Graduate  44% 22% 4% 19%

Figure 17 
Student’s Mother’s Educational Level By College 
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Table 22 
Student’s Mother’s Educational Level By College 

 PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

High school or 
less 

14% 39% 50% 47%

College Degree 65% 52% 42% 43%

Graduate  21% 9% 8% 10%
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Figure 18 
Student’s Father’s Educational Level By Ethnicity 
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Table 23 
Student’s Father’s Educational Level By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

High school or 
less 

72% 36% 70% 100% 49%

College Degree 16% 22% 23% 0% 15%

Graduate  12% 32% 7% 0% 36%

Figure 19 
Student’s Mother’s Educational Level By Ethnicity 
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Table 24 
Student’s Mother’s Educational Level By Ethnicity 

 Latino White Black Indian Other 

High school or 
less 

75% 51% 69% 100% 58%

College Degree 21% 33% 31% 0% 30%

Graduate  4% 16% 0% 0% 12%

Figure 20 
Student’s Father’s Educational Level by Age 
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Table 25 
Student’s Father’s Educational Level By Age 
 

<24 >24 

High school or 
less 

48% 74%

College Degree 22% 24%

Graduate  30% 2%
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Figure 21 
Student’s Mother’s Educational Level By Age 
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Table 26 
Student’s Mother’s Educational Level By Age 

 <24  >24 

High school or 
less 

52% 83%

College Degree 34% 16%

Graduate  14% 1%

Figure 22 
Student’s Father’s Educational Level by Current Income 
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Table 27 
Student’s Father’s Educational Level By Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

High school or 
less 

67% 63% 43%

College Degree 20% 22% 23%

Graduate  13% 15% 34%

Figure 23 
Student’s Mother’s Educational Level By Current Income 
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Table 28 
Student’s Mother’s Educational Level By Current Income 

 <$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

High school or 
less 

43% 70% 54%

College Degree 30% 24% 30%

Graduate  7% 6% 16%
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The importance of parental educational levels on college choice processing was described  

by one older African-American student from PROPU whose family was low SES during 

high school and who was raised by his single mother with nobody in his family having 

attended college. His mother quit school in the eighth grade and his two brothers and two 

sisters never attended college.  The Latino woman in her 50s from PROPC described the 

influence of her parents’ educational levels, “My father was like the second grade.  My 

mom, she went like through eighth grade.”  Both the surveys and interviews illustrate 

how parental educational levels influence college choice processing of HUR students.    

 

Ethnicity 

 Limitations on college choice processing imposed by ethnicity was demonstrated 

in this study with a much greater number of African-Americans and Latino students 

present at the proprietary colleges.  Survey results demonstrated enrollments of 9% of 

African-American students at PROPU, 8% at PUBCC, and only 2% at PUBU and 

PROPC.  The largest percentage of Latino students (50%) were at PROPC where students 

also had the lowest SES and the greatest number of women.  PUBCC also had a large 

percentage of Latinos at 46% although the SES of students at this college was not as low 

as at PROPC but was lower than at PUBU where only 8% of students were Latinos. 

Ethnicity was demonstrated throughout the surveys to be linked to continuing under-

representation at traditional college and over-representation at nontraditional colleges.  
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Figure 24 
Student’s Ethnicity By College 
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Table 29 
Student’s Ethnicity By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

White 64% 39% 38% 52%

Latino 8% 46% 50% 24%

African-
American 

2% 2% 8% 11%

American Indian 1% 0% 4% 3%

Other 25% 13% 0% 10%

In addition to the greatest majority of students at PROPC being single parents and 

having been raised themselves by a single parent, they also had the lowest current 

income, lowest GPAs, lowest parental educational levels, greatest number of Latinos and 

greatest number of females (88%) which was complicated by their having the lowest 

levels of college (certificates, no degrees) were. 
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Figure 25 
Student’s Gender By College 
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Table 30 
Student’s Gender By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Female 35% 46% 88% 47%

Male 65% 54% 12% 53%

Information Sources 

 The influence of information sources in college choice processing was illustrated 

in the surveys and interviews with HUR students who cited other people as the most 

important information source and providers of cultural and social capital for their college 

choice processing with students’ emphasis on the motivational aspect of these sources, 

otherwise as earlier termed CIMs.  While parents were overall the most important 

information source, other people were also important information sources for HUR 

students.  One older Latino male from PUBCC emphasized the importance of people in 

making college choices, “Yes, people [his stepfather and a nurse practitioner] whose 

opinions I respected told me it would be a good place.”  People were a major information 

source for all types of students across all colleges.  
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Parents 

 Parents were reported as one of the most important information sources through 

the provision of social and cultural capital for college choice processing for all types of 

students across all types of colleges which is consistent with previous research (Paulsen, 

1990; Goff, Patino and Jackson, 2004; McDonough 1997).  Despite this strong role of 

parents, there were differences across colleges with regards to levels of information that 

parents provided which suggests differences in the development of social and cultural 

capital related to college.  Students reported lower levels of information in the form of 

social capital from parents, but the majority of students from all colleges reported high 

levels of cultural capital through the provision of encouragement and support for college 

from parents.   The lowest levels of social capital was evidenced at the proprietary 

colleges.   At PUBU, 56% of students reported that their parents provided a lot of 

information about college, but only 24% and 25% of students at PROPU and PROPC, 

respectively, reported that their parents provided a lot of information about college.  

Figure 26 
Levels of Information for College That Students Received From Parents By College 
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Table 31 
Levels of Information for College That Students Received From Parents By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Little to No 
Information 

44% 59% 75% 76%

Moderate to 
High 

56% 41% 25% 24%

Figure 27 
Levels of Information for College That Students Received From Parents By Ethnicity 
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Table 32 
Levels of Information for College That Students Received From Parents By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Little to No 
Information 

70% 56% 54% 86% 55%

Moderate to 
High 

30% 44% 46% 14% 45%



128 

Figure 28 
Levels of Information for College That Students Received From Parents By Age 
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Table 33 
Levels of Information for College That Students Received From Parents By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Little to No 
Information 

49% 72%

Moderate to 
High 

51% 18%

Figure 29 
Levels of Information for College That Students Received From Parents By Current 
Income 
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Table 34 
Levels of Information for College That Students Received From Parents By Current 
Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Little to No 
Information 

62% 61% 62%

Moderate to 
High 

38% 39% 38%

In contrast, the percentages of surveyed students who described the level of their parent’s 

provision of encouragement was much higher than parental provision of information.  

The levels of provision of parental encouragement ranged from 65% at PROPU where 

the greatest percentage of oldest students were to 98% at PUBU where the greatest 

percentage of traditional students were.  At PROPC where the greatest percentage of 

women, Latinos, and low SES students were, 75% of students reported that their parents 

were encouraging. 

Figure 30 
Levels of Parental Encouragement for College By College 
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Table 35 
Levels of Parental Encouragement for College By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Little to No 
Encouragement 

3% 16% 25% 35%

Moderate to 
High 

97% 84% 75% 65%

Figure 31 
Levels of Parental Encouragement for College By Ethnicity 
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Table 36 
Levels of Parental Encouragement for College By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Little to No 
Encouragement 

20% 18% 15% 43% 15%

Moderate to 
High 

80% 82% 85% 57% 85%
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Figure 32 
Levels of Parental Encouragement for College By Age 
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Table 37 
Levels of Parental Encouragement for College By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Little to No 
Encouragement 

8% 38%

Moderate to 
High 

91% 62%

Figure 33 
Levels of Parental Encouragement for College By Current Income 

 

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

None to Low Moderate to
High

<$20,000

$20,000-
<$50,000
>$50,000

 



132 

Table 38 
Levels of Parental Encouragement for College By Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Little to No 
Encouragement 

16% 23% 17%

Moderate to 
High 

84% 77% 83%

While many interviewed HUR students described their parents’ level of 

encouragement for college as high, the levels of information provided by parents were 

described as much lower across all colleges with the lowest levels of encouragement and 

information provided at the proprietary colleges. One 24-year-old white male from 

PUBU described the importance of his parents’ encouragement,  

 Well, I have always been taught by family, my family has always been very 
 encouraging about college.  Neither of parents really went to college.  My mom 
 has an associates degree.  My dad went to college, but he was there to meet girls, 
 so he went to, so I don’t think that he had a major, he would just take whatever 
 classes were in the morning or whatever and he would hang out. My father and I 
 are a lot alike.  He never finished college. He never did get any kinds of degrees.  
 But they have always been very encouraging.  They have always encouraged all 
 of their children to do well in school.  And to try their best…College for us in our 
 family was an extension of your education, you know, it is not something that 
 necessarily ends and is optional, you just go.   
 
Similarly, the 19-year-old Latino female from PROPU discussed how encouraging her 

father was even though he had not completed high school, “I talked with my dad about it 

many times and he always told me I was smart and could do it.  He always encouraged 

me.”  Repeatedly, parents were demonstrated to be early significant sources of cultural 

capital in their encouragement and support of students in their college choice processing 
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but students reported lower levels of information from parents with the lowest 

percentages at the proprietary colleges.  

 Similarly, at the public colleges more students reported that parents were the most 

influential information source for their college choice processing than at the proprietary 

colleges where the percentages of students were much lower and where most HUR 

students attended.  At PUBCC 41% and at PUBU 52% of students surveyed reported 

parents were the most influential information source. This was greater than at the 

proprietary colleges where only 29% of students at PROPC and 10% at PROPU reported 

that parents were the major information sources for their college choice processing.   

Figure 34 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their Most Influential 
Information Source for Their Current College Choice By College 
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Table 39 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their Most Influential 
Information Source for Their Current College Choice By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Parents Most Influential 
Information Source 

52% 41% 29% 10%
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Figure 35 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their Most Influential 
Information Source for Their Current College Choice By Ethnicity 
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Table 40 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their Most Influential 
Information Source for Their Current College Choice By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Parents Most Influential 
Information Source 

23% 37% 8% 0% 51%

Figure 36 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their Most Influential 
Information Source for Their Current College Choice By Age 
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Table 41 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their Most Influential 
Information Source for Their Current College Choice By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Parents Most Influential 
Information Source 

49% 16%

Figure 37 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their Most Influential 
Information Source for Their Current College Choice By Current Income 
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Table 42 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their Most Influential 
Information Source for Their Current College Choice By Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Parents Most Influential 
Information Source 

43% 32% 28%
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There was more consistency across colleges for student ratings of parents as first sources 

of college information for their current college choice.  At PUBCC, 33% of students 

reported that their parents were the first information source, which is very similar to the 

students at PUBU (36%), at PROPC (33%), and at PROPU (21%).  

 
Figure 38 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their First Information Source for Current College 
Choice By College 
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Table 43 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their First Information Source for Current College 
Choice By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Parents First Information 
Source 

36% 33% 33% 21%
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Figure 39 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their First Information Source for Current College 
Choice By Ethnicity 
 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

Latino
White
Black
Indian
Other

 

Table 44 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their First Information Source for Current College 
Choice By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Parents First Information 
Source 

22% 27% 15% 0% 30%

Figure 40 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their First Information Source for Current College 
Choice By Age 
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Table 45 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their First Information Source for Current College 
Choice By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Parents First Information 
Source 

83% 11%

Figure 41 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their First Information Source for Current College 
Choice By Current Income 
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Table 46 
Students Who Rated Their Parents as Their First Information Source for Current College 
Choice By Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Parents First Information 
Source 

28% 26% 20%

Many of the interviewed HUR students described lower levels of support and information 

for college choice processing from their parents.  The 24-year-old white male from 
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PUBU, who had described a high level of parental encouragement for college, described 

how his parent’s lack of college education did limit their cultural capital and subsequent 

ability to provide him information about college.  When asked if his parents had provided 

information about college, he said, “Not really… She [mom] had only gone to 

community college and the same with my father, he never really finished, he just kinda 

fumbled his way through the applications.  They never really gave us much.”  One 20-

year-old Latino male described a similar situation in how he believed his parents’ lack of 

a college education limited their social capital, “They never went so they couldn’t 

provide information.”  An African-American female in her late 20’s from PROPU 

describes this situation with her parents, who provided support but no information,  

 No, I think everything that I found I did on my own.  They didn’t know anything 
 about it.  I mean they could tell me, okay you can go to Pima or UofA but they 
 didn’t know how to do it or anything like that, and like plus because I had my 
 baby, I could do a lot of the stuff on my own, I didn’t need my parents’ income or 
 stuff like that.  So, I did it on my own, and that is what I did.   
 
Parents were an important information source for all students across all colleges. 
 

The lower levels of information provided by parents are consistent with several 

other factors that influence college choice processing for HUR students, including the 

parents’ educational level and SES.  This consistency is demonstrated in the surveys in 

which the proprietary colleges, where there is the greatest percentage of HUR students, 

also had the greatest percentages of parents with the lowest educational levels as 

previously discussed. The Latino female in her early 30s from PUBCC described how her 

father’s lack of a college education and low SES negatively influenced his ability to 

provide college information but did not limit his value of college and his encouragement 

for her to attend.  When asked if her father valued college, she responded,  
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 My father, yeah he does, but because of the way that they used to live before, it is 
 different than what it is now.  He is from Mexico, from Nogales, and he had to
 help his mom because his father had left them and he was only 10 years old and 
 he had to start working.  He had to support his mom.  There were 7 kids in his 
 family…He thinks school is important and he says that he wished he would have  
 had the opportunity to finish school, but he didn’t’ because he had to support his  
 mom at 10 years old.    
 
When asked about how much college information he was able to provide to her, she said, 

“He doesn’t know much.” The surveys and interviews provide an illustration of how 

parents who attended college have more information about networking and they were 

then able to utilize this social capital to enhance access to college for their children.       

 Parents were shown in this study to be important CIMs by providing cultural and 

social capital for college choice processing for their children.  Although more parents of 

HUR students were shown in the surveys and interviews to typically provide less social 

capital than at the public university, they did provide high levels of cultural capital 

through encouragement and motivation for the development of their children’s 

predisposition for college. The importance of cultural capital from parents in the 

development of the predisposition, or desire, to attend college and the lack of social 

capital from parents is demonstrated in the limitations in college choices of HUR students 

who oftentimes attended college later in life or at a nontraditional college.  

 

Other Family Members 

 Although some PUBU students did report other people as CIMs, students from 

the non-traditional colleges, where the greatest numbers of HUR students were, i.e., 

older, Latinos, and low-SES, reported other family members more often as CIMs.  This 

was particularly true for older students with significant others and children, which was 



141 

relative to their attending college later and more often at non-traditional colleges. The 

level of motivation and encouragement provided by other family members were also 

notable.  

 The provision of college information from siblings was consistent across all 

colleges at 4% to 5% of students selecting siblings as their major information source 

about college.  

Figure 42 
Students Who Rated Their Siblings As Their Most Influential Information Source By 
College 
 

Table 47 
Students Who Rated Their Siblings As Their Most Influential Information Source By 
College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Siblings Most Influential 
Information Source 

4% 3% 4% 5%
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Figure 43 
Students Who Rated Their Siblings As Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Ethnicity 
 

Table 48 
Students Who Rated Their Siblings As Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Siblings Most Influential 
Information Source 

5% 4% 0% 0% 3%

Figure 44 
Students Who Rated Their Siblings As Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Age 
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Table 49 
Students Who Rated Their Siblings As Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Age 
 

<24 >24 

Siblings Most Influential 
Information Source 

3% 3%

Figure 45 
Students Who Rated Their Siblings As Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Current Income 
 

Table 50 
Students Who Rated Their Siblings As Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Siblings Most Influential 
Information Source 

2% 6% 5%

The Latino female in her 30s from PUBCC described this type of social and cultural 

capital from her sister who had already earned her associates degree,   
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 Well, my oldest sister really encouraged me.  She always tells me, you know what 
 I am glad you went back to college and never think that you are too old for that 
 and do this and do that, you got your kids and be a role model for them.  Oh, she 
 gives me, I love my sister.   
 
She went on to explain that her sister was an important source of information about 

college, “She tells me everything about college, every single thing that they taught her, 

every single thing that they told her and everything that she knows about college.”  

 Significant others were reported to be the most important information source for 

college more often for students at the proprietary colleges where the greatest numbers of 

older, female, Latinos, and low-SES students were. This is illustrated in the surveys with 

21% of students at PROPU where the greatest percentage of older students were and 8% 

of students at PROPC with the lowest SES and greatest percentage of females and 

Latinos describing their significant other as being the most influential information source.  

In contrast, only 1% to 3% of students at PUBU and PUBU, respectively, described 

significant others as being the most important information source.   

Figure 46 
Students Who Rated Their Significant Others As Their Most Influential Information 
Source By College 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

PUBU
PUBCC
PROPC
PROPU

 



145 

Table 51 
Students Who Rated Their Significant Others As Their Most Influential Information 
Source By College 

 PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Significant Others Most 
Influential Information 
Source 

1% 3% 8% 21%

Figure 47 
Students Who Rated Their Significant Others As Their Most Influential Information 
Source By Ethnicity 
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Table 52 
Students Who Rated Their Significant Others As Their Most Influential Information 
Source By Ethnicity 

 Latino White Black Indian Other 

Significant Others Most 
Influential Information 
Source 

5% 8% 23% 0% 3%
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Figure 48 
Students Who Rated Their Significant Others As Their Most Influential Information 
Source By Age 
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Table 53 
Students Who Rated Their Significant Others As Their Most Influential Information 
Source Age 
 

<24 >24 

Significant Others Most 
Influential Information 
Source 

3% 15%

Figure 49 
Students Who Rated Their Significant Others As Their Most Influential Information 
Source By Current Income 
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Table 54 
Students Who Rated Their Significant Others As Their Most Influential Information 
Source By Current Income 

 <$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Significant Others Most 
Influential Information 
Source 

8% 7% 7%

The importance of other family members as information sources was repeatedly 

demonstrated in the motivation and encouragement they provided students. An older 

Filipino female proprietary student describes how important her husband was in her 

college choice processing, “I am very proud of my husband.  He is a scientist and has 

made many discoveries.  It really encourages me to finish college.”  An African-

American female in her late 20s from PROPU describes the importance of support from 

her husband, “he is really helpful, making sure that, you know, we are having a meeting 

of the minds with children and all that stuff so that I can do what I need to do.”  An older 

Latino male from PUBCC credits his wife with his interest in the college,  

 It was helped along by my wife.  When she went through the dental hygiene 
 program and the perquisites that she had to get, a lot of prerequisites were the 
 same that I needed for the PA, so she told me about classes and actually gave me 
 some idea what to expect, but talking with my wife was very helpful. 
 
This same sentiment was expressed by a white male in his 30’s who was attending 

PUBCC who described the importance of his fiancé’s  encouragement when asked about 

how encouraging she was about college, “Yes, very much so. Seeing her work hard and 

she is paying the majority of the bills right now.”  Significant others were an important 

information source and influence on the college choice processing of HUR students.  
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 Although children were not included in the survey as sources of college 

information, most interviewed HUR students who had children described the children as 

one of the main influences in their college choice processing, particularly as a motivator.   

This influence demonstrates how cultural and social capital are intergenerational with 

grandparents, parents, and children acting as information sources for each other.  This 

was demonstrated by an older Latino woman from the proprietary school.  Although she 

had always wanted to go to college, she had not been able to get a college education 

because her family was poor and lived in Mexico and her parents had not even begun 

high school.  Despite her inability to go to college, she conveyed this value of college to 

her children who were successful in college and later encouraged and assisted her to 

attend college, 

 My son graduated from high school with honors and he went to truck driving 
 school. My one daughter quit high school, then she came here, and she got her  
 G.E.D.  She went to a college and earned a diploma in the field in which she is  
 now working.  My youngest daughter finished high school with honors. Now, she  
 finished a college and is working, she earned a diploma.  She has a daughter who  
 graduated from high school and is attending college to earn her diploma just like  
 her mom. 
 
Though her experience and information about college initially was limited, she enabled 

her children to attend college, and then later her children enabled her to attend college 

even though she was in her 50’s. 

 The motivational and encouraging effect of children on students’ desire to attend 

college was exhibited in several ways during the interviews.  First, the students wanted to 

provide well for their children.  The Latino female in her 30s from PUBCC expressed this 

desire well,  
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 My youngest daughter has never seen her father.   She was 5 pounds when she 
 went home.  She was born 2 pounds, she was premature, two months early.  And 
 this is my main reason, my main focus because she only has me. She has got 
 nobody but me.  That is one of the main reasons why I went back to school.   
 
Another male student from PROPC voiced the same sentiment and explained that having 

two children motivated him to get a college education so that his children could have a 

better life and so he could be near them.   

I knew that if I spent years truck driving, I wouldn’t be there for them. When my 
marriage dissolved, I couldn’t work seventy hours a week.  I needed a job that 
was rewarding and beneficial and good hours, ha, ha.  I wanted to be there for my 
kids. 
 

The college choice processing of HUR students was influenced by their desire to provide 

a good future for their children.  

 Secondly, students wanted to transfer to their children the cultural value that 

college was important for future success.  This demonstrated that students had cultural 

capital for college in that they valued college and wanted to gain social capital to enhance 

their children’s access to college.  A 20-year-old Latino male from PROPC explained 

how he thought his college was important in its influence on his daughter’s desire to 

attend college and success in life, “I want things to be better for her, I want her to have 

more than I could, more than I did.”  The cultural capital of students was demonstrated in 

the success they associated with college and which they wanted to provide to their 

children by gaining social capital about college.   

 Thus, thirdly, many older students chose to attend college to gain social capital in 

order to enhance college access for their children. An African-American older male 

student from PROPU emphasized the importance of children in his response to what 

motivated him to attend college, “My kids.  Just basically, to set an example, if I go back 
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and get my bachelor’s. It is just to encourage them.  Children are a lot of ‘show me first.”  

Oftentimes, students remarked that they did not want their children to have to live like 

they did and they believed that college would enable their children to have a better life 

which highlights how the intergenerational cultural and social capital for college is 

transferred from parents to children. This was demonstrated by an African-American 

female in her late 20s who clearly described the importance of her children when asked 

how much they influenced her decision to attend college, 

 They played a lot just because financially right now it has been a struggle and I 
 feel, you know, if I am able to finish I will be able to provide more for them.  And 
 they are always asking for stuff.  Always, it is like gosh.  Yeah, they see me 
 struggling and I really want them to see that working full-time and going to 
 school, it is a viable option, but I think there are better options out there.  I want to 
 stress to my kids the importance of going to college right after high school.  No 
 stop.  Just get it down, so you can be down.  Because they see how hard it is for 
 me, how I struggle every day, trying to juggle kids, work, school, trying to juggle 
 it all, but I want them to do just do it and get it out of the way and be done with it. 
 So they won’t have to struggle as hard as I have. 
 
Similar to parents, significant others and children were important CIMs for college 

choice processing, particularly for HUR students, with all generations acting as 

information sources by providing and receiving social and cultural capital from each 

other and providing motivation and encouragement.     

 

Other People 

 Other people such as friends, classmates, and employers were sometimes cited as 

CIMs for college choice processing for students, providing information, motivation and 

encouragement.  This is evidenced in the surveys where 24% of students at PUBCC, 13% 

at PROPC, 11% at PUBU, and 27% at PROPU described friends, employers, and 

classmates as the most important information source in their college choice processing. 
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The only major differences among the selection of other people as major information 

sources by students was evident in the selection of employers as major information 

source sources for 8% of students from PROPU and 4% from PUBCC with no students 

from PUBU reporting any employer as a major information source for their college 

choice processing. 

Figure 50 
Students Who Chose Other People as Their Most Influential Information Source By 
College 
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Table 55 
Students Who Chose Other People as Their Most Influential Information Source By 
College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Friends 10% 12% 13% 11%

Employer 0% 4% 0% 8%

Classmates 0% 4% 0% 5%
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Figure 51 
Students Who Chose Other People as Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Ethnicity 
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Table 56 
Students Who Chose Other People as Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Friends 16% 7% 0% 0% 3%

Employer 5% 2% 0% 0% 0%

Classmates 4% 2% 0% 14% 0%

Figure 52 
Students Who Chose Other People as Their Most Influential Information Source By Age 
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Table 57 
Students Who Chose Other People as Their Most Influential Information Source by Age 
 

<24 >24 

Friends 10% 11%

Employer 1% 7%

Classmates 3% 3%

Figure 53 
Students Who Chose Other People as Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Current Income 
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Table 58 
Students Who Chose Other People as Their Most Influential Information Source By 
Current Income 

 <$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Friends 10% 11% 9%

Employer 0% 2% 6%

Classmates 2% 3% 3%
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While friends consistently were rated at all colleges as important information sources, 

there were some differences with more friends cited as an important information sources 

at PUBU than at the other colleges.  While employers and classmates were generally not 

cited often as an important information source, friends were more consistently described 

as important information sources.    

 While parents, significant others, children, and other family members were 

notable as primary information sources of cultural capital because of their long-term 

relationship with the students, friends, employers, and classmates were more often 

information sources for social capital derived from their more recent relationships with 

students. A 20-year-old Latino male from PROPC describes how his friend’s influence 

on his college choice processing provided current social capital. When asked who 

influenced his decision to attend this college, he stated, 

 A friend of mine who came here.  At the time I had just finished a couple of 
 classes at the community college, I had just started working full-time and trying to 
 earn enough money for the next semester, and I didn’t know what was going to go 
 on after that.  She told me she had been coming here for awhile.  I asked her for 
 information on it and she was telling me about the different programs they had 
 and so it seemed pretty interesting and you know. 
 
The importance of the social capital from friends, employer, and classmates is 

demonstrated in that students attributed their help to the fact these people had attended 

college and, therefore, could provide social capital about college. An African-American 

student from PROPU who began this college in his 50’s describes how his former 

classmate who had attended the college provided information, 

 Actually I found out about it [the college], a young gentleman, he and I went to 
 another school together and we graduated from the school together with our 
 associate’s degree.  I really wasn’t sure about getting my bachelor’s degree.  
 When I saw him, he said heh I’m going to this other school and I have been there 
 the last four months. He said it was not the traditional classroom and that it allows 
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 you to get your education and work, continue your current employment, it is 
 pretty flexible.  I said I would check it out. 
 
An older white male from PROPU credited his decision to attend this college to his 

coworkers who were also attending this school,   

 I chose this college because peers at work are all going there.  So, just talking to 
 them and listening to their views of it and everything, kind of, plus I was able to 
 start with another peer of mine at the same time, so we went together.   
 
Similarly, an African-American female in her late 20s from PROPU described how a 

coworker who was attending the college was the most influential on her decision to 

attend that particular college, 

 I had one and actually she did have some influence on why I decided to go there 
 because she had already graduated from there.  She is working on her masters and 
 she told me that it was a good school.  So, she had a lot to do with my decision.   
 
Friends, employers, and classmates were important information sources for social capital 

about college due in part to their experiences with the colleges.  

 Although most people who were important information sources for college were 

conventional, such as family, friends, and employers, social capital for college can be 

provided by anyone.  A Latino female in her late 40s from the PUBU described a most 

surprising source of information.  Although she had hated school and had only finished 

middle school in Mexico, she describes having developed the desire to attend college 

while in middle school.  When she moved to the United States, she had decided she 

wanted to earn her GED and go to college.  Encouraged by a coworker who took her to a 

local high school, she had hoped that at age 19 she could finish high school but was told 

no by school personnel.  She then relates an unusual story of how all of this was changed 

by the provision of valuable information about college,  
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 Okay, this is what happened. I was 19 years old when I came to United States.  I 
 started working in a grocery store and one of the girls who was working with me, 
 she said I am going to take you to a high school.  You can still go.  So she took 
 me to a high school.  But the people there told me that I couldn’t go.  They didn’t 
 let me in.  On the way to the car, a janitor approached me from that school and he 
 told me about the adult learning centers and he also told me about [the local 
 community college]. 
 

Following his advice, she did enroll in ESL courses, earned her GED, then her associates 

at the local community college, and was currently enrolled in PUBU to earn her 

bachelors degree.   While conventional people play a prominent role as a source of 

information for college, such as parents, friends, and employers, certainly anyone can 

assume that role.   

 Similar to the intergenerational effect of parents and children as information 

sources for each other in college choice processing, students often acted as information 

sources for others, as well as receiving information from others.  One Latino female in 

her 30s from the pubic college explained her influence,  

 I think education is very important.  If you have the opportunity to attend college, 
 go.  I advise a lot of my friends from work right now, I tell them, you know what 
 there are a lot of ways, there are a lot of programs to help you, you know to go to 
 school. I talk to a lot of my coworkers.  I talk to a lot of my coworkers. I tell them, 
 you know what, you are very young when you have that baby, yep, I had my 
 baby, and I tell them yes you can go.  Now, is the most important time to go when 
 your little ones are little and it makes it easier to go to school and finish school.     
 
Similar to parents and family, students oftentimes acted as information sources and 

provided cultural and social capital for college choice processing although some types of 

people, such as significant others, children, and employers were more influential in 

providing cultural and social capital to HUR students than to traditional students. 
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Counselors and Teachers 

High School:  In this study, high school teachers and counselors were described by 

students as important CIMs in their provision of social and cultural capital for college 

choice processing which was evidenced in several ways. First, the influence of high 

school teachers and counselors differed greatly among students from the various colleges.  

The lack of social capital that HUR students received from high school teachers and 

counselors was most notable with students from PROPC who claimed that they received 

little to none in contrast to PUBU where many students more often cited high school 

counselors and teachers as helpful.  At PROPC, where the greatest percentage of females, 

Latinos and low-SES students were, 80% of students claimed that they received little to 

no college help or information from high school counselors and 75% reported little to no 

help or information from high school teachers.  This is in contrast to PUBU where only 

37% of students reported little to no help from high school teachers and 38% reported 

little to no help from high school counselors. 

Figure 54 
How Much College Information High School Teachers Provided To Students By College 
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Table 59 
How Much College Information High School Teachers Provided To Students By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Little to No 
Information 

37% 35% 80% 60%

Moderate to 
High 

63% 65% 20% 40%

Figure 55 
How Much College Information High School Teachers Provided To Students By 
Ethnicity 
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Table 60 
How Much College Information High School Teachers Provided To Students By 
Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Little to No 
Information 

36% 49% 54% 80% 55%

Moderate to 
High 

64% 51% 46% 20% 45%



159 

Figure 56 
How Much College Information High School Teachers Provided To Students By Age 
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Table 61 
How Much College Information High School Teachers Provided To Students By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Little to No 
Information 

40% 70%

Moderate to 
High 

60% 30%

Figure 57 
How Much College Information High School Teachers Provided To Students By Current 
Income 
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Table 62 
How Much College Information High School Teachers Provided To Students By Current 
Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Little to No 
Information 

57% 56% 45%

Moderate to 
High 

43% 44% 55%

Figure 58 
How Much College Information High School Counselors Provided To Students 
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Table 63 
How Much College Information High School Counselors Provided To Students   
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Little to No 
Information 

38% 52% 80% 60%

Moderate to 
High 

62% 48% 20% 40%
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Figure 59 
How Much College Information High School Counselors Provided To Students By 
Ethnicity 
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Table 64 
How Much College Information High School Counselors Provided To Students By 
Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Little to No 
Information 

54% 57% 62% 86% 52%

Moderate to 
High 

44% 43% 38% 14% 48%

Figure 60 
How Much College Information High School Counselors Provided To Students By Age 
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Table 65 
How Much College Information High School Counselors Provided To Students By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Little to No 
Information 

49% 70%

Moderate to 
High 

51% 30%

Figure 61 
How Much College Information High School Counselors Provided To Students By 
Current Income 
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Table 66 
How Much College Information High School Counselors Provided To Students By 
Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Little to No 
Information 

59% 62% 49%

Moderate to 
High 

41% 38% 51%

These differences between students at the colleges in the amount of social capital they 

received from high school teacher and counselors illustrates how HUR students who 
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typically attended the public community college and proprietary colleges did not receive 

the same higher level of social capital that students at the traditional university do, thus 

their college choices are limited by their lack of access to information sources.  

 Second, the importance of cultural capital from teachers and counselors is 

demonstrated in their longstanding influence on college choice processing beginning in 

kindergarten and extending even into later adult years when many older HUR students 

chose to begin college. The magnitude of the establishment of cultural capital for college 

in the early years of grade school by teachers and counselors was remarkable as described 

by many of the interviewed HUR students, as well as in the surveys, where many 

students, including HUR students, developed the desire to attend college early in life. A 

white male in his 30s from PROPC expressed how this early desire is fostered in the 

schools, “Only because since you were a little child in grade school, that is all the teacher 

talked about, telling the kids, and always talking about how important it is to go to 

college and stuff.” Teachers and counselors at all grade levels K-12 were described as 

more important in the development of cultural capital for college choice processing for 

all types of students but not for the provision of social capital as evidenced by the greater 

lack of information and networking provided by high school teachers and counselors to 

HUR students at the proprietary colleges.  

 While HUR students reported receipt of less social capital for college from high 

school teacher and counselors, the interviews of some HUR students illustrated the 

influence of high school teachers and counselors on the college choice processing for 

HUR students who oftentimes lacked other information sources.  A middle-aged single 

white female from PUBCC described her high school counselors as being the first 
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information source about going to college, “The high school counselors were the first 

information source about this school.  I would say high school counselors were very 

important.”  An African-American female student in her late 20’s from PROPU attributes 

her desire to attend college and subsequent success to her language teacher, 

 Mr. Hines, he was my language teacher.  He was just real thorough and he was 
 the one that always pushed me to continue on to school.  Like he would bring 
 pamphlets and stuff for me to read, and it is like he focused a lot of energy on 
 making sure that I was going the right way, and doing everything that I needed to 
 do.  So I remember him and he actually still works there. 
 
Despite having a 4.0 GPA, she had not wanted to attend college which was reinforced by 

the lack of any college education within her family.  She insisted that it was the 

persistence and help, including information, of this teacher which motivated her years 

later to attend college.   

 The 19-year-old African-American female from PUBU provided the strongest 

example of the influence of the provision of social and cultural capital by high school 

teacher and counselors, as well as the importance of the encouragement they provided for 

college choice processing at her private high school.   She repeatedly described the 

process by which her social capital was developed through her close relationships with 

her teachers at her private high school,   

 we all loved our teachers for the most part…especially my English teacher.  For 
 some reason, she was the most personable…and my teachers were always nice 
 and they would give us their home phone numbers, but it was common decency to 
 not call too late, and they were just so nice and we would go…[and] spend time 
 with them and their kids, man I loved them…They were always behind us 100 
 percent   
 
She described the school counselor as highly encouraging and helpful in providing  
 
information about college, 
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 We had a college counselor who was also my science teacher, Mr. Parker, and he 
 knew everything about college and what you needed to do in order to get to 
 college, and the process for it.  I loved him…it was mandatory for everybody to at 
 least have one one-on-one session with him in his office and talk about what 
 colleges you were going to…we would talk about what colleges you wanted to go 
 to, and what do you want to do with your life.  And he could also tell because he 
 knew all of this, like how we were doing with our academic performance.  He 
 would never shoot us down, like you can’t apply to this place, he would just tell  
 us the criteria for it and let us make our decisions.   I applied for Harvard…and he 
 was totally behind it, he said you know if you feel like maybe you could attain 
 this and might get accepted, then you should try.    
 
She described extensive encouragement and information from these teachers and 

counselors which included information on various ways to access college courses 

including analysis of syllabi and use of college information such as reviews of professors 

to evaluate what particular classes would be best.  Her mother also hired a private tutor 

for her during high school.  The encouragement and information were so influential for 

this student that despite her ethnicity and GPA of 3.3, she applied to ten colleges, 

including Harvard, because she thought she could while other interviewed students did 

not consider any other colleges. 

 Interestingly, a Filipino female student in her 30s from PROPU also told a similar 

story about the importance of teachers in providing motivation and encouragement.  She 

was attending a “continuation” school which was for dropouts from the public high 

school and who were thought to be failures.  Although she had been an extremely poor 

student in the public high school and had left home at an early age to escape abuse by her 

mother and dropped out of high school, she ended up becoming a 4.0 student at the 

“continuation” school which she attributes directly to the support of the teachers and 

counselors.  Her story mimicked the 19-year-old African-American student from PUBU 
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in her discussion of the one-on-one support that she received.  When asked if teachers 

and counselors helped with college planning, she explained,  

 They all did.  They all talked about college.  Everyone said you have to think  
 about what you want to do when you leave here and uhm, they spoke to the 
 students, not at them and even in the courtyard where all of the students would 
 take their smoke breaks Well, what they did do which I thought was interesting, 
 they would help you figure out what classes you need to take to graduate on time,   

like they did in my case, and what you need to do to go to the community college.  
 And they would tell you step by step what you need to do, rather than just saying 
 just go and figure out what you needed to do.  They had a game plan for you.   
 
She adds a description of one teacher in particular who she says was the most influential,  

 I hated school.  My life was a mess.  I had become an emancipated minor as a 
 teenager and was living on my own because home life was really bad with my 
 mom.  She was abusive.  I was poor and trying to support myself.  I had nothing.  
 So, I did bad in school and hated it. It was just too hard.  I quit regular high 
 school. Nobody cared. It’s funny because my parents were encouraging to my 
 brothers to go to college, but they never encouraged me to do anything.  They 
 never helped me with anything, my  mom was so abusive.  That’s why I left, they 
 never did anything for me.  
 
She then describes how her teacher was able to compensate for all of that with her 

eventually graduating from high school with a 4.0, 

 My teacher was the best thing that happened to me. She was a great mentor.  I had 
 left regular school and was going to an alternative school where this teacher was, 
 and she really took time to talk with me and made me feel like I could do it and 
 that I was smart.  Ha, ha, ha.  I am smart.  So, I did really well, got all A’s and 
 became class president.  She really made me realize I could do it, even though 
 everything was such a mess.  She really helped me believe in myself and ever 
 since I have been very successful in my jobs and schooling.  She really made me 
 think I could go to college.  I began thinking about going to college then.  

 
This support enabled her later in life to return to college upon the urging of her employer.   

 I just think that I just wanted to graduate from high school and be done, but I 
 think he motivated me to want to continue, even after I had my baby in high 
 school.  Yeah, he was really really pushing and I think I needed that. So, he was 
 one of the ones I remember.   
 



167 

A white male student in his 30’s from PUBCC discussed the importance of teachers in 

providing motivation and encouragement, “It is 12 years later, and cracking the books, 

and once in awhile, I think of them. One of them I still talk to.” He partially attributes his 

desire to attend college many years later to the influence and support from these two 

teachers.  A white male in his 30’s from PROPC spoke of positive and negative 

experiences with high school counselors, “Well, at my new high school that I moved to, I 

had a counselor that was very nice, and I am very fortunate that she was my counselor.  

At my old school, the counselors sucked and they were worthless.”  Interviewed HUR 

students, in addition to the surveys, provided ample evidence of the important role of 

high school teachers and counselors as information sources in providing social and 

cultural capital for college choice processing of HUR students although HUR students 

typically described receiving less social and cultural capital than students from PUBU. 

Though very dissimilar high school experiences from very different types of high 

schools, the similarities in how teachers and counselors influenced HUR students is 

remarkably the same, which highlights the impact of high school teachers and counselors 

as information sources in providing social capital for college choice processing for 

students.  

 Third, the influence on college choice processing by high school teachers and 

counselors is demonstrated in their influence on the school culture and channeling. One 

25-year-old Latino male student from PUBU told the most dramatic story about how high 

school counselors and teachers fostered a negative culture which influenced his college 

choice processing,  

 I even asked counselors and teacher about college but they didn’t tell me 
 anything.  They ignored us.  They never had time for me or any of the students 
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 who did not speak English well.  We were marginalized by them because we were 
 not upper class or a jock.  The counselors and teachers gave all of their attention 
 to those people, always hanging out with them.  There was no information at the 
 school about any colleges.  The only information I ever got was from Job Corps.  
 
The student, however, does tell of one teacher who paid particular attention to the 

students who did not speak English well and who was the source for the development of 

his predisposition to attend college.  This student’s story demonstrates well the positive 

and negative influences that teachers and counselors have on college choice processing.   

 The influence of high school teachers and counselors as information sources was 

demonstrated in the channeling, or tracking, of students into specific careers and colleges.  

Many of the interviewed HUR students spoke of this channeling away from the 

traditional public university by school personnel although students justified the school’s 

channeling and assumed it was due to their inadequacies, such as low academic ability.  

Channeling was described well by a 20-year-old Latino male from PROPC who believed 

that he was not smart enough to attend the public university because he only had a 3.8 

GPA as reinforced by his peers, counselors and teachers at his high school, 

 I mean maybe I couldn’t go to the university, that wasn’t something on the top of 
 the list of things I could do.  When you are in a big high school, you kind of put 
 yourself into you are just one of the crowd in there, and blending in with 
 everybody, and if you are not at the high top of the class, then you are not one of 
 those, then you have to go to the community college… Not as an impression, it 
 was just something that wasn’t thought of, it was thought of as more for the girls 
 and guys who had the 4.0 and had everything really going for them and they 
 would get scholarships and they were going to go. 
 
The channeling of HUR students into non-traditional college tracks or away from college  
 
by high school counselors and teachers demonstrate how the college choices of HUR  
 
students are limited. 
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 This student’s same story of how high school teacher and counselor foster certain 

cultures within the school is repeated by several other students.  An older white female 

student from PUBCC reiterated, “I didn’t like school though.  Too much for popular kids 

and I wasn’t in to that.  I didn’t fit in and my teachers didn’t have much to do with me.”   

Another student, a white male in his 30’s from PROPC who also experienced a lack of 

support from high school counselors and teachers which he also attributed to his not 

being a part of the student group that was popular with the teachers and counselors,  

 I didn’t fit in because I wasn’t part of the jock crowd.  At the high school where I 
 grew up they were jocks, and that wasn’t me at all, so there was enough of me’s 
 to hang out with, you know, so that was kind of a drag.     
 
He further elaborates on how the favoritism of teachers and counselors made him feel, 

“…it made me feel isolated.  It made me feel like I didn’t count with the teachers and 

counselors.  It was an awful feeling.” Due to his lack of popularity with the school faculty 

and staff, this student actually left the school and transferred in his senior year to another 

school where he did much better. High school teachers and counselors are important 

CIMS in their provision of social and cultural capital by contributing to the development 

of the school’s culture and channeling, or tracking, of students.  

 

College: College counselors were described more often by interviewed HUR students 

from the proprietary colleges as CIMs in their provision of information about colleges 

and networking in contrast to high school counselors and teachers who were more often 

described as providing information and college for traditional students from the public 

university.  Counselors from PROPC and PUBCC were reported to have been the most 

important information source more often than at PUBU (6% at PROPU where the 
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greatest percentage of older students were, 4% at PROPC where the greatest percentage 

of low-SES, Latinos and females were, 1% at PUBCC, and 0% at PUBU).   

Figure 62 
Students Who Selected College Counselors As Most Influential College Information 
Source By College 
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Table 67 
Students Who Selected College Counselors As Most Influential College Information 
Source By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

College Counselor Most 
Influential Information 
Source 

0% 1% 4% 6%
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Figure 63 
Students Who Selected College Counselors As Most Influential College Information 
Source By Ethnicity 
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Table 68 
Students Who Selected College Counselors As Most Influential College Information 
Source By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

College Counselor Most 
Influential Information 
Source 

1% 5% 8% 0% 6%

Figure 64 
Students Who Selected College Counselors As Most Influential College Information 
Source By Age 
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Table 69 
Students Who Selected College Counselors As Most Influential College Information 
Source By Age 
 

<24 >24 

College Counselor Most 
Influential Information 
Source 

3% 5%

Figure 65 
Students Who Selected College Counselors As Most Influential College Information 
Source By Current Income 
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Table 70 
Students Who Selected College Counselors As Most Influential College Information 
Source  By Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

College Counselor Most 
Influential Information 
Source 

5% 3% 13%
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One older African-American male from PROPU emphasized the more significant role 

played by the college counselor in his college choice processing, “You know, I really had 

my mind set on that I was going to this school after I met a counselor and talked to him 

about the classes.”  Another PROPU student who was a young poor Latino female 

echoed this sentiment, “The counselor has always been helpful and called me.  Once I 

talked with the counselor, I made up my mind for sure and decided this was the place. I 

had thought about going to a public school, but after talking with the counselor, I made 

up my mind to come here.”  An older white female student from PROPC  told dramatic 

stories of how helpful and encouraging the college counselors were,  

 The teachers and counselors here are great.  I remember there was one girl who 
 started crying at the school because she was having trouble, they found her and 
 worked it out with her to make sure that she could finish school.  They were 
 willing to work with her and she was very grateful.  Sometimes other students 
 don’t even have food, and they would try to help them get food.  Some students 
 really struggled. 
 
An African-American female in her late 20s from PROPU described both negative and 

positive influences with counselors from the different types of colleges.  Whereas her 

experience with the public university counselors was negative, her experience with the 

public community college counselors was very positive, but mixed for the proprietary 

university, 

 I tried to make an appointment with the counselors at the [public university], 
 which is an accounting program, and they never responded to me.  Yeah, I sent 
 them at least five emails, I called a couple of times, because I wanted to see if 
 there was any way that they could be flexible with the schedules and I noticed 
 online that it had a little blerb that said that they don’t want people to go part-time 
 but they could.  But I couldn’t get anyone to call me back to discuss it.  So that is 
 unfortunate.  I am like they could at least email me back, but no.   
 
She described her positive experience with the counselors at PUBCC, 
 



174 

 I talked to three counselors.  I went in there and I was able to talk to a counselor 
 and they were all very very nice and they addressed the concerns I had 
 specifically with my grades, so they were all really nice and supportive.  I was 
 really happy.  If I could have gotten a bachelor’s there, I would still be there. 
 
Her experience then with the proprietary university was described as mixed.  When asked 

about how helpful the first counselor was, she said,   

 Not at all. I felt like I was just a number to her and she would call me every other 
 day.  She called, have you decided, have you decided, have you decided.  Not 
 giving me the opportunity to think and really decide that I wanted to do, like 
 pushing me that this what you need to do, so I didn’t like that, but the second one 
 I had was very helpful and I had a couple of issues when I started and those were 
 resolved very quickly, so I am very happy.  I had issues with financial aid and she 
 was on right on it.  She would have them call me within half an hour, an hour to 
 get my stuff resolved.  That was a change.  So I was real happy.  I was a pain in 
 her butt, but still. 
 
HUR students from the proprietary colleges more often described college counselors as 

important information sources for their college choice processing.  Consistent with 

marketing research, people were found to be important information sources for college 

choice processing for all types of students from all colleges.  However, differences were 

demonstrated with HUR students selecting significant others, children, employers, and 

coworkers more often as important information sources for college choice processing 

than traditional students did.  In addition, HUR students did not receive as much 

informational social capital from parents and high school counselors and teachers as 

traditional students did.  Despite the receipt of less informational social capital about 

college for HUR students, interviews demonstrated that HUR students compensated for 

their lack of information and motivation from traditional CIMs by accessing college 

counselors and teachers more.   
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Media 

 Consistent with previous marketing research and as previously discussed, people 

were the major influence on the college choice processing of all types of students 

although some forms of media did have some influence, primarily on HUR students.  

While all types of media were rated to be an important information source for college 

choice processing for only 1% to 5% of students at the colleges, the exception was the 

students at PROPC where 25% reported media to be the most important information 

source which is where the greatest percentage of low-SES, females, and Latinos were .  

Figure 66 
Students Who Rated Media as Most Influential College Information Source By College 
 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

PUBU
PUBCC
PROPC
PROPU

 

Table 71 
Students Who Selected Media As Most Influential College Information Source By 
College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Media Most Influential 
Information Source 

1% 1% 25% 5%
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Figure 67 
Students Who Rated Media as Most Influential College Information Source By Ethnicity 
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Table 72 
Students Who Selected Media As Most Influential College Information Source By 
Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Media Most Influential 
Information Source 

8% 3% 15% 28% 6%

Figure 68 
Students Who Rated Media as Most Influential College Information Source By Age 
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Table 73 
Students Who Selected Media As Most Influential College Information Source By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Media Most Influential 
Information Source 

4% 5%

Figure 69 
Students Who Rated Media as Most Influential College Information Source By Current 
Income 
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Table 74 
Students Who Selected Media As Most Influential College Information Source By 
Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Media Most Influential 
Information Source 

26% 2% 2%

For PROPC, television was ranked the highest as the most influential information source 

at 13% followed by newspaper ads, internet ads, and radio at 4% each.   
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 Media reported as the first information source by students had greater ranges 

from 45% at PROPC to the next closest percentage at PROPU of 15% and a low of 8% at 

PUBU.  These percentages again reflect the greater influence of media at PROPC where 

the greatest numbers of females, low-SES, and Latino students were.  This is highly 

illustrative of the lack of information for these HUR students who then compensate by 

finding alternative sources of information through the media.  

 
Figure 70 
Students Who Rated Media as Their First Source of College Information By College 
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Table 75 
Students Who Rated Media as Their First Source of College Information By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Media First Information 
Source 

8% 10% 45% 15%
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Figure 71 
Students Who Rated Media as Their First Source of College Information By Ethnicity 
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Table 76 
Students Who Rated Media as Their First Source of College Information By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Media First Information 
Source 

20% 14% 15% 28% 6%

Figure 72 
Students Who Rated Media as Their First Source of College Information By Age 
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Table 77 
Students Who Rated Media as Their First Source of College Information By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Media First Information 
Source 

8% 10%

Figure 73 
Students Who Rated Media as Their First Source of College Information By Current 
Income 
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Table 78 
Students Who Rated Media as Their First Source of College Information By Current 
Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Media First Information 
Source 

25% 9% 11%
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For being the first information source for students at PROPC, television was ranked the 

highest at 21% with the newspaper at 13%, the internet at 8% and phone book and radio 

at 4% each.   

Figure 74 
Types of Media Used by PROPC Students as Their First Information Source in their 
College Choice Processing. 
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Table 79 
Types of Media Used by Students as Their First Information Source in their College 
Choice Processing. 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

TV 1% 1% 21% 3%

Newspaper 1% 0% 13% 0%

Radio 1% 1% 0% 0%

Internet 3% 4% 8% 9%

Phonebook 0% 0% 4% 0%

Magazine 1% 1% 0% 0%
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Combined with PROPC having the highest percentages of females, Latinos, and low-SES 

students, this greater use of the media demonstrates the lowered access for traditional 

sources of social capital about college for HUR students.  This lowered access to social 

capital is exacerbated by more of these students being single parents and having been 

raised themselves by single mothers with lower levels of college educational 

achievement.    

 Regarding the use of media, it was common for students to use the internet to 

access information about the colleges although their decision to attend the college was 

not always influenced by the internet.  Two of the interviewed students attending PROPU 

ranked the internet as one of their most influential information sources, as well as several 

of the students from PROPC.  One PROPC student explained the various reasons for his 

use of the internet, “There are a lot of resources, including the internet, you have all of 

the resources at your hand, you just have to know how to use them.”  One African-

American female student in her late 20s from PROPU described mixed feelings about the 

media with recognition being bred in her through the online ads with her college, but she 

did not believe it had an effect on her, “I remember seeing some online, like when you go 

to scholarships.com it will mention the University of Phoenix, but I never thought twice 

about it, like if I wanted to be contacted by an advisor, I never even thought about it twice 

to be honest.”  However, she then proceeded to discuss further how she used the internet 

to check out the college and that it provided legitimacy about the school to her, which she 

described as “I did research on their accreditation, online, and that is how I decided that 

they are a reputable school, so I am just going ahead and just go.” A 19-year-old African-

American female from PUBU described how she and her mother used the internet to 
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access information about the college which they did use to make their final decision 

which was between two colleges,  

 Yes, because of the fact that I find out all about the business school when I went 
 on line.  My mom was very involved in my decision process so we both looked 
 online…I think sometimes she has more school spirit than me.  We found there 
 were a lot more pros than cons.   
 
While a few students used the internet as an information source for college, the internet 

was used primarily to collect information after a college choice had already been made.   

 Some students used other forms of media. A student from PUBCC talked about 

the positive influence of the college’s schedule of classes that was mailed several times a 

year which familiarized her with the college. 

 The newspapers that the school sent out, I did get the newspaper brochure that 
 they always sent every year.  It showed students smiling and talking about how 
 they went through the school.  It just seemed like the thing to do when I was in 
 high school, that we would go to a community college and work from there.  It is 
 like a wake up call, that school is starting, so it always got me thinking in the past 
 about attending.  So it kind of put the seed in there, which I think is a good thing.  
 I don’t remember any other college putting out brochures.  I don’t think I got 
 anything from anyone else.   
 
Many HUR students from PROPC described TV as an influential information source. An 

older white male from PROPU described TV ads as making him think about the college, 

but he did not believe that it was the primary influence on his decision, “TV put it out 

there to know that it was available.  It put it in the back of my mind.” However, the 

Filipino female in her 30s from PROPU explained how extensive the television ads were 

for that college which did influence her decision to attend, “Commercials.  Yep, 

commercials and when I came here, commercials.  I think one was on every ten minutes. 

It seemed like every time I turned on the television, there it was.”  While the influence of 

the media on college choice processing was diminished at the public colleges and the 
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proprietary university, it was much higher at PROPC where there was the greatest 

percentage of HUR students and where traditional sources of social and cultural capital 

were less than at the other colleges, so television compensated for this lack of 

information. .   

 The 19-year-old African-American female student from PUBU who had the most 

traditional track to the public university having attended a private high school, had tutors, 

and conducted traditional college searches was the only student who conducted a tour of 

the college which did influence her decision to attend,  

 Actually when I came here to visit, I was still a little iffy.  I walked around the 
 campus and my mom said that we should ditch the tour.  We took a tour of the 
 dorm, we ditched the tour then.  So my mom started talking to students.  We just 
 walked around and I could picture myself here and what I could see myself doing 
 here.   
 
Interestingly, she is the only student interviewed who was received mailed information 

about the public university even though she lived out of state, which she said did 

influence her decision,  

 This is really bad, but uhm the [public university] actually sent me something and 
 they said come to the [public university] before I even applied.  This was during 
 applications.  They sent me something for I had not even thought about the 
 [public university].   
 
This student illustrated the importance of alternative information sources for HUR 

students rather than conventional sources, such as parents and high school teachers and 

counselors.   

 While the media was not highly influential in college choice processing for 

students at three of the colleges, it was more influential for students at PROPC where the 

greatest percentages of low-SES, females, and Latinos were.  The only exception to this 

limited use of the media was the use of the internet which was used more consistently by 
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students from all types of colleges although this use was oftentimes for information only 

and did not influence their college choice processing.    

 
The Application of Hossler-Gallagher’s Three Stage Model  

Of College Choice Processing  

 Despite the over-representation of HUR students at the nontraditional colleges, 

there was a predominance of early development of the predisposition, or desire, to attend 

college in HUR students through their receipt of cultural capital and motivation early in 

life from CIMS, such as their parents and grade school teachers, but for many HUR 

students the search phase was limited or non-existent as influenced by students’ lack of 

access to CIMS later in life, such as high school counselors and teachers, which 

contributed to limitations on their college choice processing.    

 

Development of Predisposition 

 The receipt of a high level of cultural capital and motivation was evidenced 

amongst most HUR students by their desire to attend college and their high value for 

college as the means to success even when they felt limited in their access to college.  

Even though most HUR students in this study did not attend traditional four-year colleges 

immediately after finishing high school and many did not believe they could go to a 

traditional college, they described always believing they would attend college or 

acquiring the desire to attend early in life which demonstrates a dominant value for 

college in this county. 
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Development of Predisposition During High School: There were five variations among 

students in how the predisposition stage, or desire, was developed.  First, some students 

did develop the predisposition stage followed by the search phase in high school although 

they may not have used traditional sources of social and cultural capital.  As indicated in 

the surveys, percentages of students who developed their predisposition traditionally 

during high school ranged from 17% at PUBU to 37% at PROPU with the other colleges 

averaging around 25%. 

Figure 75 

Student Development of Predisposition During High School By College 
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Table 80 
Student Development of Predisposition By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Earlier Than 
High School 
 

83% 40% 34% 29%

High School 17% 26% 23% 37%

Later than High 
School 

0% 11% 44% 34%



187 

Figure 76 
Student Development of Predisposition During High School By Ethnicity 
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Table 81 
Student Development of Predisposition By Ethnicity 
 

Latino  White Black Indian Other 

Earlier Than 
High School 
 

42% 61% 23% 0% 67%

High School 31% 21% 62% 29% 24%

Later than High 
School 

29% 18% 8% 58% 6%

Figure 77 
Student Development of Predisposition During High School By Age 
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Table 82 
Student Development of Predisposition By Age 
 

<24  >24 

Earlier Than 
High School 
 

71% 26%

High School 18% 36%

Later than High 
School 

10% 35%

Figure 78 
Student Development of Predisposition During High School By Current Income 
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Table 83 
Student Development of Predisposition By Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Earlier Than 
High School 
 

54% 52% 57%

High School 26% 25% 22%

Later than High  26% 17% 18%
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These percentages demonstrate that the highest percentage of students developing their 

predisposition during high school were not from the traditional public university, but 

were from PROPU.  The CIMs involved in the development of the predisposition, or 

desire, to attend college were described by students.  An African-American female 

student in her late 20s from PROPU explains how she developed the desire to attend 

college when she was in high school as motivated by her desire to do better than her 

parents who had struggled raising six children with no college education, “I think more 

towards the junior year that I knew that it was something I needed to do just because my 

family has struggled a lot and my parents had six kids.  I knew that I had to do it.”  

Although her motivation for development of a predisposition for college is reflective of 

HUR students, nonetheless, it was developed during the high school years on which most 

research has focused for traditional students. Although the 25-year-old Latino male from 

PUBU did not develop a predisposition to attend college through traditional social and 

cultural capital while he was in high school, he did develop it in his senior year due to a 

school project.  Although he had no desire to attend college through most of his high 

school years, this project sparked the development of his predisposition.     

 I didn’t think about college until I did a senior project in high school.  Before 
 then, high school was discouraging and nobody paid attention.  The senior project 
 really helped, got me involved in something more so it made me think that I 
 wanted to do something more in my life.  I make up my mind and then I do it 
 because I think that if you want something you just have to go for it and never 
 think about why you can’t but just do it.   
 
Even though he now wanted to go to college, he was not able to attend the public 

university immediately after finishing high school.  Instead, he completed a program at 

Job Corps and the local community college so that he could have a part-time job while 

working his way through the university.   
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Development of Predisposition Before High School: Second, many students expressed 

that they developed the predisposition earlier than high school, oftentimes during grade 

school.  As indicated in the surveys, percentages of students who developed their 

predisposition before high school ranged from 29% at PROPU to 83% at PUBU.   

Figure 79 
Student Development of Predisposition Before High School By College 
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Figure 80 
Student Development of Predisposition Before High School By Ethnicity 
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Figure 81 
Student Development of Predisposition Before High School By Age 
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Figure 82 
Student Development of Predisposition Before High School By Current Income 
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This again shows differences between traditional students and HUR students in their 

acquisition of social and cultural capital which influenced college choice processing since 

the highest numbers of students who developed their predisposition before high school 

were from PUBU and the lowest number of students were from PROPU where the 

greatest percentage of older students were. The development of the predisposition earlier 

than high school and even during high school by all students, including HUR students, 

demonstrates a dominance of cultural capital and CIMs oriented towards college in this 
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country in that some of these students did not have access to traditional college still 

professed a predisposition for college in high school or earlier.  The 19-year-old Latino 

female from PROPU described the development of her predisposition for college during 

grade school, “I always liked school, ever since I was young, in grade school.  I always 

wanted to go to college.  I talked with my dad about it many times and he always told me 

I was smart and could do it.”  A white male in his 30’s from PROPC expressed how the 

cultural capital for college is fostered early in life within the culture,  

Only because since you were a little child in grade school, that is all the teacher   
talked about, telling the kids, and always talking about how important it is to go to 
college and stuff.  I felt obligated to do it because that is how you are brought up.  
Because I didn’t know what to do, so I was like so well I might as well as start 
taking some basic courses at the local college, the county college.   
 

Even though he hated high school and had bad experiences with no encouragement from 

any school personnel to attend college, the strength of these earlier educational 

encounters in maintaining his desire to attend college later in his 30s demonstrates the 

great value of the cultural capital for college in our country.  The development of the 

desire to attend college, even at early ages, for many students in this study, including 

HUR students, demonstrates that cultural capital for college has permeated extensively 

throughout this country into grade schools, families, media, and cultures.   

 In addition to early development, the strength of the CIMs and cultural capital  

oriented towards college is demonstrated in that some students described the 

development of their predisposition, or desire, so early in life that they remember always 

wanting to attend college and that they could never remember not wanting to go to 

college. A 19-year-old Latino female student from PROPU, who was poor and whose 

parents did not complete high school, talked about how she remembers always wanting to 
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go to college and explained, “I always wanted to go to college.  I talked with my dad 

about it many times.” A 24-year-old white male from the public university described this 

well,  

 I felt general encouragement from my mother’s side as in that is kinda what  
 everyone did.  It was the status quo I suppose… So I feel like there is a general  
 attitude and culture that we were planning. 
 
The 19-year-old African-American female from PUBU voiced this well, “Oh, my, it was 

not an option, it was mandatory. It was mandatory.  Even if I didn’t know the meaning of 

college, I was going to go to college, ever since a little kid.  And so it was brainwashed 

into me, it was forced into me, so but it was cool.” An older white female student from 

PUBCC expressed this well, “school is really important in my family.  It was just 

assumed that you go to college.  I never thought about not going.”  A 19-year-old female 

student from PUBU, who had been poor all of her life, echoed the same belief,  

 I don’t know….it was just never a question.  It is not like…it is not like they 
 encouraged really, it is just more like it wasn’t even a question, like you went to 
 school, you did well and you went to college, and that is just how it was. 
 
This development of the predisposition to attend college throughout the early childhood 

of many students demonstrates the predominance of cultural capital for college choice 

processing in this country as expressed by students, even HUR students.  

 

Development of Predisposition After High School: Third, a few students described 

developing their desire, or predisposition, to attend college many years later after high 

school graduation.  These students were from PUBCC and PROPU with no students from 

the traditional PUBU claiming development of their predisposition later than high school 

which is a consistent with their younger age.  With most HUR students attending the 



194 

public community college and proprietary colleges, the development of a predisposition 

later in life at these colleges for some of these students suggests that they had limited 

access to information sources to provide them either the social capital to know how to 

access college or the cultural capital to want to attend college.  Once these students had 

access to information sources and were motivated later in life, such as from college 

counselors, coworkers, or significant others, they did develop the desire, or 

predisposition, to attend college.   

Figure 83 
Student Development of Predisposition After High School By College 
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Figure 84 
Student Development of Predisposition After High School By Ethnicity 
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Figure 85 
Student Development of Predisposition After High School By Age 
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Figure 86 
Student Development of Predisposition After High School By Current Income 
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A white male in his early 30s from PUBCC explained how he had no interest in any type 

of schooling when he was in high school due his lack of access to information sources, so 

he did not think of going to college until recently.   

 Basically.  I was always the smart kid who didn’t like to think, you know. I just 
 wasn’t interested in learning at the time…I never had a guidance counselor or 
 anybody come and really explain how important it is, get on it and get going right 
 away.. No, not one person provided any information... I knew nothing about any 
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 grants, scholarships or anything else.  I was in football and I had an opportunity to 
 get a scholarship and attend North Dakota State University, but it wasn’t 
 important to me at the time. 
 
Despite not having any desire to attend college earlier in his life, he describes how his life 

changes later in his life provided him access to information sources, “Just that I had to 

start somewhere. I am a totally different person living a totally different lifestyle now.”  

Despite his lack of information sources earlier in life, he did demonstrate cultural capital 

for college in that he believed success in life was dependent upon accessing college as 

demonstrated in his desire to attend college later in life. An older African-American 

student from PROPU who attended college on an athletic scholarship and dropped out 

within the first year discussed how he did not do well in high school and did not want to 

go to college due in part to his low academic ability and lack of academic encouragement 

from teachers and counselors.  Many years later after having taken college courses 

required by the military, he felt encouraged and interested in taking courses, so he 

returned to college at age 43 after retiring from the military.  

 The Air Force is the reason why I thought I could go to college. Staying in there 
 20 years, supervising, going to different colleges, taking some of their courses in 
 management and supervision, the responsibilities that I was given, I thought I 
 could do this.  Once you come out you have a sense of responsibility, can do 
 attitude.  I was really encouraged that I could succeed.  Because in the military 
 you earn your stripes, and with those stripes comes responsibility.  You don’t 
 have a choice to say I don’t want it, you earn your stripes.   
 
With this new-found college success, this student earned his associates degree at a 

community college and was now working on his bachelor’s at PROPU.  A 27-year-old 

white male student from PROPC echoed the same lack of development of a desire to 

attend college in high school, but instead developed the desire in the military.  

 I thought about going to college when I was in my twenties.  The military had a 
 lot to do with that.  By providing financial support, encouragement, ha, ha, to do 



197 

 something else with my life, to put it that way.   It was an excellent experience 
 and I would recommend it to anyone.  As my family got larger, I thought I should 
 think about something else. 
 
An older white female student from PROPC was adamant that she had never planned on 

going to college due to her life circumstances which prevented it,   

 No, I didn’t know what I wanted to do.  Didn’t think about going to college at all.  
 Got married just to get out of the house, went overseas.  Got abused and all that.  I 
 had gotten married about a year after high school. 
 
The few students from the proprietary colleges and community college who described 

that they developed a desire, or predisposition, to attend college later in life express the 

lack of access to information sources which could provide social and cultural capital.  

 

No Development of Predisposition: Fourth, very few students described that they did not 

develop the desire, or predisposition, to attend college.  They described that they attended 

college due to external motivators, such as employers, government agencies, or the 

military.  No students from PUBU described not developing a predisposition to attend 

college. An older Latino female from PUBCC, whose parents had dropped out of high 

school, explained how she had not wanted to attend college but did later in life due to the 

request of an employer.   

 I earned a high school diploma.  Never wanted to go to school, hated school. I got 
 through high school because I had to.  My grade point average in high school was 
 not good.  I was an average student. I did not want to go to college. Never 
 considered going to college.  I was working and my employer had taken some 
 classes.  That encouraged me to do the same, that was six or seven years ago.   
 
An older white male from PROPU explained that he was attending college because his 

employer was paying for it.  Prior to that, he had attended some college because the 

military was paying for it.  
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 Yes, [in the military] I went through at least two different programs and eight 
 months of schooling. It helped me get a lot of my credits.  Through the 
 community college at  the Air Force.  It is just the education you received in the 
 military. They more or less provided it.   
 
External motivation to attend college were found to have a significant impact on college 

choice processing, even for students who had not developed a predisposition or 

conducted a search for college.   

 

College as the Capital of Success: The early motivation and dominance of cultural capital 

in the formation of the predisposition for college was well demonstrated in surveyed 

HUR students whose perception was that a college education was necessary for success. 

All of the interviewed HUR students in this study associated this value for college with 

the concept of success in life and in careers, including success for their children as well 

as themselves.  A 20-year-old Latino male from PROPC defined this value, “If you want 

to get ahead, you’ve got to have an education… pretty much like everyone else said go to 

college if you want to be something.”  This is reaffirmed by a white male in his 30’s from 

PROPC who explained, “You know, you can’t, without an education, you can’t go very 

far.”  Another older white male from PROPU provided the same confirmation, “The jobs 

are out there and their qualifications are saying degree, degree, degree.” The dominance 

of cultural capital for college in this country was also demonstrated by several 

interviewed HUR students who described how much they hated high school and who had 

not planned to ever go to college, yet years later they returned to college because they 

believed they could not be successful without college. One white male student in his 30’s 

from PUBCC expressed this, “I didn’t go and I didn’t try at all.  I hated high school with 

a passion.  I am now one semester in, I am loving higher education. I found out that I do 
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love it.  Again, I hated high school with a passion.”    Despite the various circumstances 

of these interviewed HUR students, these students did go to college later in life which 

they attributed to the need to have a college education in order to succeed.      

 The dominance of cultural capital for college in this country was contrasted to 

less cultural capital for college in Mexico by several HUR students who described a lack 

of desire to attend college because it was not a possibility in Mexico.  A Latino female in 

her 50s from PROPC explained the limitations on college choice in Mexico,  

 School was fun.  I really liked school, enjoyed it very much and really wanted to 
 go on to the university, but we were in Mexico and it is very hard to go to the 
 university, especially for me because my brother was going and my family 
 couldn’t have me go too.  I wished I could go.  They didn’t have the money. Only 
 my brother could go. I always wanted to go to school, so that is why I am now 
 going to school because I always wanted to go. My parents never encouraged me.  
 I couldn’t go to college, so we never talked about it, so I never thought about it, 
 but I really wanted to go. 
 
With the lack of social and cultural capital that this woman experienced, it is surprising 

that she developed a predisposition for college in life.  The effect from this lack of social 

and cultural capital is demonstrated in her siblings with only one brother earning his 

college degree in engineering and the other siblings not attending college. Her sister had 

a fourth grade education and her four other brothers had only elementary school 

education. The influence of social and cultural capital later in life is demonstrated in her 

story as her daughter convinced her many years later that she could go to college. At this 

time, the woman did initiate a search which was more than 40 years later.  

The first time I thought I could go to college was a couple of years ago.  I had 
worked on my GED and finished it.  Then, my daughter encouraged me to go on 
and since I had liked school so much always, I went back, but she helps me. My 
daughter was very helpful because I didn’t think I could go  back.   
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Another older Latino female from PUBU described how she thought the lack of cultural 

capital from her parents resulted from their living in Mexico,  

 I get very emotional about this.  My parents did not go to high school.  Maybe 
 that is why. They had a very difficult life, I think that is one of the main reasons 
 they didn’t think it was important.  My mom and dad moved from one place to 
 another in Mexico. So when my mom was going to second or third grade, she 
 was very old compared to the other kids, so she was embarrassed and she didn’t 
 like school.  Maybe that is why.  My father finished elementary school.  Back in 
 that time finishing elementary school in Mexico is like finishing college… 
 Because also in that time it was like if you had money, you can afford school.  
 Maybe that is why my parents didn’t go to school.  Maybe that is because the 
 government pays up to middle school, but once you go to the high school, you 
 have to pay for it.   
 
The effect of cultural capital on college choice processing is demonstrated in that the lack 

of cultural capital in Mexico resulted in her parents and siblings only having grade school 

levels of education while living in Mexico, but when the family moved to United States 

her two youngest sisters were in middle school, so they did finish high school.  She also 

described the lack of cultural and social capital in Mexico in that there were no 

counselors in school and the teachers never talked about college due in part to public 

school only extending through middle school and the costs and exclusivity associated 

with the universities.   

 

The Search 

 The limitations in access to CIMs were demonstrated in the lack of motivation of 

HUR students to conduct a search stage. Although most HUR students expressed the 

development of the desire, or predisposition, for college, frequently their college choices 

were limited because they did not believe they could go to certain colleges, particularly 

the traditional public university, and some did not believe they could go at all on their 
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shortcomings; therefore, their searches were non-existent or limited.  This response of 

HUR students is similar to Valenzuela’s study (1999) of immigrants in which he reported 

that students had a “sense of powerlessness or a belief that they are not ‘entitled’ to 

openly defy school authority” (p.14) and did not perceive that the schools were being 

subtractive; the HUR students did not defy school authority and instead attributed the 

lack of college access to their own personal situations. This is demonstrated in one young 

white female student from PUBU who had a 4.3 GPA but felt that she was not good 

enough to attend her school of choice which was out-of-state because she had what she 

considered low SAT scores.  This is echoed by a 20-year-old Latino male student from 

PROPC who explained that he never contemplated enrolling in the public university 

because he only had a 3.8 GPA. He explained that general discussion within his school 

was that he could never make it at the public university because it was only for the best 

and the brightest.   

 Just higher education is put out like a big task which can only be done by 
 sophisticated, higher-minded people, you know, not just anyone off the streets, it 
 is not made to seem like it is something that you can get or you can do, go to a 
 like a big school. 
 
When questioned about how his perception influenced his college choice with regards to 

considering the university, he explains 

 I think a lot of opportunities are advertised or said by other people, you couldn’t  
 do this, if anyone says you can’t, if you put your mind to it, you can do a lot, but  
 some people don’t believe, some people don’t think that it is possible.  High  
 school kids are like, man how I am going to get into school with these grades.  Or  
 how am I going to get into here without this scholarship and it is just, it makes  
 you think in your head, well if this person can’t even get in, how am I going to get  
 in.  And not so much self-esteem thing, but a lot of things are said about higher  
 schools when you are younger as to how you are going to get in.  I don’t know,  
 maybe it is just like, I feel that they gear you to one certain kind of school, the  
 educational level you are getting is for this level of school and it is not set for a  
 



202 

higher school, for a higher education, and there are plenty of other kids maybe  
 here in Tucson whose education level is higher than what we received, and so we  
 start thinking, how are we going to get in. 
 
His perception of the traditional public university being inaccessible is disappointing in 

that he was a good student and he was motivated to attend college.  Despite his belief that 

he could not attend a the traditional public university, he did believe that if he persisted, 

he could achieve his educational goals in other ways,  

 It is possible.  Everything is possible if you take one thing at a time... I think some 
 people are scared [about college] and don’t have the motivation and the 
 confidence, you know. I mean I kinda did too, and I mean you got to do 
 something.  You just can’t totally give up. 
 
Although the influence of cultural capital is demonstrated in the desire of most students, 

including the HUR students, to attend college, the effect from the lack of information 

sources and networking is evidenced in the misperceptions that some interviewed HUR 

students had about their ability to access traditional college. 

 

Self Selection: Many HUR students did not perceive high schools and colleges as 

subtractive with regards to their college search but perceived that college was not 

accessible due to their own shortcomings, thus they oftentimes did not conduct searches 

until later in life when they finally experienced motivation, but some did not conduct 

searches at all. They internalized the reasons as being related to their personal 

experiences and choices in life and believed that these factors determined whether they 

attended college, what college they chose, and if they postponed their decision to go to 

college.  An older white male in his early 30s from PUBCC demonstrated this, “I was 

always the smart kid who didn’t like to think, you know.”  A white male student in his 

30’s from PROPC clearly demonstrated this too, “When I was in high school, I was a 
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messed up kid.  My self-esteem was in the gutter.”  Through this internalization of the 

reasons why HUR students did not choose the traditional public university, this study 

demonstrates continuing limitations in college search for HUR students.  This 

inaccessibility of the traditional public university is an important issue since most of the 

HUR students interviewed expressed this perception.  

 Reasons that students perceived limitations in their college search were personal 

or institutional.  Personal characteristics included age, marital status, family, and cultural. 

Institutional characteristics included academic, time, and finances.  Many of these 

characteristics were related to descriptors which defined interviewed students as 

historically under-represented. One white male student in his late 30’s from PROPC 

provided the context for the limitations of these descriptors on his college search 

processing, “I think it is very unfair because it is like you can’t, can never redeem 

yourself and move on and it is as if you make one mistake in your life, that is it, you can 

never go back.”       

 

Age. It was a common theme amongst the older interviewed HUR students that 

they believed their age had a significant influence on their college search with regards to 

how accessible some schools were due to their time, financial, and personal constraints.  

An African-American female in her late 20s from PROPU explained this, “I think it is 

unfortunate that people who have to work, do not have an option of attending a university 

like the public university…I think that it is unfortunate that this is the only option for a 

lot of people.”  Conversely, students felt that other colleges, primarily PROPU, were 
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highly accessible because of their age.  As an older African-American male in his 50s 

explained, “The whole program is geared to the working adult.”  

 Despite the limitations HUR students perceived their age created for college 

search, they frequently described their age as highly influential in their college search due 

to the greater finances, opportunities, and motivation.  Although as students aged they 

assumed more responsibilities, including families, they became more motivated to attend 

college so they could develop successful careers as a means of providing financially for 

their families and as a role model for their children’s future educational and career goals.  

This perception that a college degree was critical for success reflects the previously 

mentioned early development of the predisposition for college due to the dominance of 

cultural capital in this country for college.  Older students attending the proprietary 

colleges and public community college expressed this motivation frequently, expressing a 

longstanding cultural capital value for college.  A white male in his 30’s from PROPC 

who hated high school clearly vocalized this,  

 Yeah, because I wasn’t satisfied with what I was doing and I wasn’t satisfied with 
 the pay, and I was always wondering, what the hell I was going to do with myself.  
 It was an awful feeling, especially as I got older and older.    It affected my self-
 esteem, oh yeah.  I didn’t like being 35-year-old, making $12 an hour, you 
 know…I have tried to better my life, I am coming here to better my life, to get a 
 career.  
 
The same student summed up the value of college, “I just want to do well.”  Another 

older white male student from PUBCC who also hated high school described how age 

had changed him and motivated him to return to college, “I am a totally different person 

living a totally different lifestyle now.”  Increased motivation to attend college to achieve 

success and the newfound availability of personal funds to pay for college was a very 

common theme amongst older interviewed HUR students whose college search was 



205 

definitely limited at this later time in their life as reflected in the much greater 

percentages of older students attending PROPC rather than PUBU. 

 

Ethnicity.   Though surveys suggested limitations in college search for HUR 

students as demonstrated in the differences in the percentages of students attending the 

different colleges, students themselves did not express any perceptions that their ethnicity 

created any limitations in their college choice processing. This is particularly noteworthy 

since this study occurred in a community in the southwest with a high representation of 

Latinos within the population.  The only mention arose from an African-American female 

in her late 20s with regards to her high school.  This reference occurred due to large 

presence of Latinos within the high school she attended which is characteristic of this 

area of the country.  She describes that she felt alienated because the Latino culture was 

dominant yet she quickly qualified this with the explanation that it should be expected 

because of the large Latino population in the community, “It was just wasn’t it for me, 

culturally, they focused more on Latinos and you know, they didn’t spend any time with 

me.  That is the only reason I didn’t like it.” Although this student voiced alienation in 

high school due to the dominance of the Latino culture, she expressed that she was not 

concerned about it, nor did any other student express concern about limitations in their 

college search process due to their ethnicity although it must be remembered that the 

largest percentage of Latinos were at PROPC. 

 

Academic Ability.  Many HUR students in this study perceived limitations in their 

college search due to their low academic ability, particularly with regards to the 
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traditional public university.  The self-selection based on academic ability was 

demonstrated in the greater percentage of low-GPA students attending non-traditional 

colleges.  The contrast was most significant between PROPC and PUBU students.  At 

PROPC, 84% of students reported a GPA of 3.0 or less, but conversely at PUBU 95% of 

students had GPAs of 3.0 or higher and 64% had GPAs of 3.5 or higher (see Chart 28 and 

Table 31).  

Figure 87 
Students’ High School GPA By College 
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Table 84 
Students’ High School GPA By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Less than 3.0 5% 18% 50% 8%

3.0 62% 78% 42% 68%

4.0 33% 4% 8% 24%



207 

Figure 88 
Students’ High School GPA By Ethnicity 
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Table 85 
Students’ High School GPA By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Others 

Less than 3.0 26% 14% 15% 7% 12%

3.0 63% 64% 69% 56% 67%

4.0 11% 22% 16% 7% 21%

Figure 89 
Students’ High School GPA By Age 
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Table 86 
Students’ High School GPA By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Less than 3.0 16% 17%

3.0 67% 62%

4.0 17% 21%

Figure 90 
Students’ High School GPA By Current Income 
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Table 87 
Students’ High School GPA By Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Less than 3.0 34% 18% 8%

3.0 56% 66% 73%

4.0 10% 16% 19%

While poor academic ability was demonstrated in the surveys and interviews to be 

valid for many students, the student’s perception of their academic ability was influential 

on their college search in that the perception was sometimes inaccurate.  It is important to 
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emphasize that this was the students’ perception because many of these students often 

had very good academic records and some spoke of how later they did very well in 

college. Although students perceived that they were responsible for their poor academic 

performance, some students described that their perception was promoted by the culture 

in their high schools and the traditional public universities.  An older white female from 

PROPC describes how she perceived a lack of interest by schools for those who did not 

do well,  

 I think there were career days, but I don’t think it was a matter of here is your 
 application or you can apply to a junior college or let’s see if we can get you a 
 scholarship because my grades weren’t good, if your grades weren’t a certain 
 amount, the counselors really didn’t bother with you too much.  You know what I 
 mean? 
 
One older African-American student from PROPU reported how high school counselors 

and teachers had no interest in him academically.  He explains this lack of academic 

support as resulting in his having a GPA of 1.8.  He explained that the only interest 

expressed in him during high school was because of his athletic ability,  

 Ha, ha, ha, my grade point average in high school was 1.8. I messed around so  
 much in high school.  I wanted to go to college, but my reasons for going to  
 college were all distorted.  At the time, nobody took the interest to say I should go  
 to class.  It was like, heh, you want to play football. 
 
This student did begin college immediately after finishing high school on an athletic 

scholarship, but quickly dropped out because of poor grades which created a sense in him 

that he did not want to go to college.  

 I attended school for about a quarter, and then I quit going.  Because of my lack 
 of paying attention in high school, that when I got to college I just didn’t fit in.  It  
 wasn’t until after I went to Kent State, sat in an English class, that the teacher was 
 talking about things, and I said, huh?  It was all of the stuff I should have learned  
 in high school, it finally caught up to me.  That was the reason I left Kent State, I  
 was lost. 
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Although interviewed HUR students’ perception of their academic ability limited their 

college search, the surveys confirmed these limitations with the greater percentages of 

students with the lowest academic ability selecting PROPC where the greatest numbers of 

women and Latinos were. At PROPC, 50% of students had a GPA of 2.5 or less and at 

PUBU, 5% of students had a GPA of 2.5 or less.  Poor academic ability, whether real or 

perceived, were demonstrated in the interviews with HUR students and in the greater 

percentages of surveyed HUR students at PROPC to have influenced the college search 

of these types of students.  

 

College Finances: Similar to previous research, in this study finances were 

found to have a significant influence in several ways on the college search of interviewed 

HUR students.  First, many HUR students limited their college search or did not conduct 

it all because of their lack of financial social capital based on their belief they could not 

afford college.  A Latino female in her 40s described well how perceptions of financial 

constraints had limited her from attending the public university until she had gained 

social capital which demonstrated otherwise,     

 The reason that I did not start is that I did not think I could afford it and I thought   
 coming to the University was expensive.  I was working at this place and the gal I 
 was working with had graduated from Eller and was working with us.  She was 
 talking to someone and she said, oh I still owe so much money and had loans and 
 I really need to pay them…so when I heard that I asked her how much she owed 
 and she said that she owed about $20,000…Because before it was out of reach for 
 me but when she said it was $20,000, I said oh my gosh.  We paid $28,000 for our 
 car when in five years it is not worth anything, but how about an education. 
 
Many HUR students did not believe they could attend college due to their lack of 

information about finances.  
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 Secondly, some HUR students did not attend college immediately after finishing 

high school and many chose to attend a proprietary school rather than the traditional 

public university due to their lack of financial social capital.  One white male student in 

his early 30s from PROPU explained well how this influenced his college search,  

 To be honest, I didn’t know how to start.  I didn’t know where to go to get the 
 money to go, my parents weren’t going to pay for it.  Because if you don’t have 
 the financial aid, then that helps determine what you are going to do. 
 
He adamantly stated that without his employer paying for tuition, he would not have 

gone, “Uhm, probably not because of the money, financial costs.” The Latino female  

in her 30s from PUBCC echoed this same concern when asked about attending a the 

traditional public university, “I really don’t see it as a possibility right now.  Uhm, I am 

just afraid of my financial situation of how it is going to be then, if I am going to be able 

to still qualify or afford to finish school.”  Traditional college search was not executed by 

many interviewed HUR students because of their lack of information about financing for 

college, subsequently many of them did not attend college immediately after completing 

high school and/or chose a proprietary college.  

 Although many HUR students did not choose the traditional public university 

because of their perception of high costs and their lack of financial sources, the 

importance of the perception of financial limitations on college choice was demonstrated 

by the high numbers of HUR students who attended proprietary colleges despite similar 

high costs and the need to obtain loans after receiving counseling from college 

counselors.  Researchers, such as Leslie, Johnson, and Carlson (1977), Tierney (1980) 

and Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) verify that “students’ perceptions of their and their 

family’s ability to pay appear to weigh heavily in college selection among low-income 
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students” (Cabrera and LaNasa, 2000, p.11).   The importance of counseling to provide 

social capital in alleviating perceptions of financial aid limitations was demonstrated in 

the surveys.  This is most evident at PROPC where  92% of students received loans and 

58% received grants despite the greatest numbers of low-income, women, and Latino 

students.  At PROPU where the oldest students were, 56% of students received loans and 

23% received grants.  Despite costs being similar between the public university and the 

two proprietary colleges, only 25% of students received loans and 12% received grants at 

PUBU.  

Figure 91 
College Funding Sources By College 
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Table 88 
College Funding Sources By College 
 

PUBU  PUBCC PROPC PROPU 

Grants 12% 23% 58% 23%

Loans 25% 9% 92% 56%



213 

Figure 92 
College Funding Sources By Ethnicity 
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Table 89 
College Funding Sources By Ethnicity 
 

Latino White Black Indian Other 

Grants 48% 18% 77% 14% 12%

Loans 52% 35% 100% 43% 12%

Figure 93 
College Funding Sources By Age 
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Table 90 
College Funding Sources By Age 
 

<24 >24 

Grants 29% 36%

Loans 15% 36%

Figure 94 
College Funding Sources By Current Income 
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Table 91 
College Funding Sources by Current Income 
 

<$20,000 $20,000-

<$50,000

>$50,000

Grants 39% 28% 10%

Loans 56% 47% 21%

HUR students credit the counselors at the proprietary colleges in convincing them to 

obtain loans by providing them information about college finances.  An older Latino 

female from PROPC described the importance of the provision of information by 

counselors,  
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 They told me to come visit and they were really helpful.  They told me that they 
 could help me, even with financial.  They showed me everything and how 
 everything would be easy.  So, I said okay, that will be cool. The counselors at 
 this school were very very helpful. 
 
Access to information sources to provide details about college finances was found to be 

influential in addressing the misconceptions of HUR students in obtaining loans and 

grants for college.   

 Additional differences in the influence of college financing on college search are 

noted in the greater numbers of students from PUBU who had other forms of aid, 

including scholarships and tuition waivers, which oftentimes were awarded automatically 

without students having to request them.  The 24-year-old white male from PUBU 

described this well,  

 I have grants,  that pays for most of it, I have some scholarships, that pays for my 
 books and most of my living expenses. And I have a part-time job.  And I do use 
 personal savings if I have to, but I haven’t had to recently.  I have a tuition 
 waiver.  The university applies you automatically for all of those scholarships 
 they have and so I actually didn’t do anything, I just worked hard and they waived 
 tuition.  I was not expecting it so that was good.   
 
Another PUBU student, a 47-year-old Latino female also experienced this method of 

receiving a scholarship, “one day it was just a surprise that I got an email saying that I 

had this scholarship.  I did not even apply for it.”  This is in contrast to PROPC where 

scholarships and tuition waivers at the proprietary colleges were not provided to any 

interviewed or surveyed student.   

College choice processing was oftentimes limited or nonexistent for HUR 

students because of their limitations, whether economic, personal, cultural, or social.  

These variations in the processing of the college choice in this study by HUR students  
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demonstrate that there are inconsistencies in the traditional application of Hossler and 

Gallagher’s three-stage model and that the model needs modification to accommodate the 

variations in the development of the stages for HUR students.  

 

Intergenerational College Capital 

 The social and cultural capital provided by CIMs was demonstrated repeatedly to 

be intergenerational in that grandparents, parents, and children were potential information 

sources for each other other’s college choice processing.  These students described 

receipt of social and cultural capital for college from their parents and grandparents and 

their transference of that capital to their children with children even providing social and 

cultural capital to their parents.  A Latino female in her 30’s from PUBCC expressed this 

intergenerational quality,   

 Right now I am very grateful that I have both of my parents alive and they are 
 supportive and helping me with my kids while I go to school at nights.  And it 
 helps me a lot and that is going to help me get a better paying job and be able 
 to move out on my own and support my kids…So that is why I am back in school 
 so that way I can take more classes and make something of myself.  I can then be 
 a role model for my kids…That is very important for me because I want to show 
 my kids that, you know, though I am a single mom with three kids, I still did it, I 
 finished school, I have a good job and I am a big role model for them and show to 
 them that school is very important so that way they stay in school, finish school, 
 and become somebody in life.   
 
The transference of the cultural capital value for college is notable in that her father never 

completed high school and her mother only earned her high school degree, yet they were 

supporting her in her efforts to go to college and she wanted to then inspire her children 

to attend college.   Despite the lack of traditional sources of cultural and social capital of 

the HUR students who were interviewed, as also indicated in the surveys, these students  
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did acquire the desire to attend college, oftentimes early in life, which demonstrates the 

pervasiveness of cultural capital for college within this country which extends across 

generations.   

 

Summary 

 This study which examined HUR students from four different types of colleges 

demonstrates that HUR students remain under-represented in college as influenced by 

their use of CIMs for college choice processing with college access limited or non-

existent.  This was evidenced in several ways in this study.  More women, low SES, and 

Latinos chose to attend PROPC which does not award degrees.  In conjunction with these 

categorizations, the highest levels of students who were single parents and whose parents 

had the lowest levels of school achievement were at this college.  These students utilized 

media more often as their first and most influential information source for their college 

choice processing with television as the most common form of media rather than 

traditional CIMs.  The internet was described frequently as related to the students’ 

college choice processing but more so to collect information after the college choice had 

already been made.  The largest percentage of older students attending college occurred 

at PROPU who did use more media sources of information than the traditional public 

university but also used external sources, such employers and military, more often than 

any other college as sources of information for their college choice processing.  Although 

parents were the most often reported CIMs amongst students from all colleges, at both 

proprietary colleges, parents and high school teachers and high school counselors were 

rated the lowest among students from surveyed colleges as influential or first information 
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sources for college choice processing whereas parents and high school counselors and 

teachers were reported more frequently as CIMs by students at PUBU. Whereas friends 

were rated as important CIMs by some students for all colleges, significant others were 

reported more often by students at PROPU as CIMs.  College counselors were reported to 

be important CIMs for students from the proprietary colleges only.  Although not a 

source of information for college, children were cited oftentimes by HUR students as 

being significant motivators for students’ college choice processing due to the parents 

seeking to provide well for the children and to influence their children’s future college 

plans by being able to provide the necessary networking and information for college.  

Media was reported to be an important information source primarily for students from 

PROPC where the greatest number of Latinos, low-SES, and females were but was 

negligible for PUBU students.   The importance of information sources as motivators and 

in providing encouragement in college choice processing was repeatedly described by the 

HUR students in this study.   

 The development of the predisposition for college in the students in this study 

demonstrated the high cultural value and motivation oriented towards college in this 

country in that most students, including HUR students, developed the desire to attend 

college early in life, particularly with students from PUBU. The remaining students 

reported that they developed their predisposition when they were in high school with only 

a few reporting that they developed the predisposition later as an adult.  The greatest 

percentage of students reporting that they developed their predisposition in high school or 

later were the older students from the proprietary university who also more frequently 
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cited significant others and external sources, such as employer and the military, as being 

the greatest influence on their college choice processing.    

 The search stage was characterized in this study primarily by the use of 

information sources and networking opportunities.  HUR students oftentimes spoke of 

self-selection in which they did not perceive that they could attend a particular college, 

more often the traditional public university, or attend college at all.  Older students most 

often perceived that they could not attend the traditional public university, which 

influenced their choice to attend the proprietary university.  Although this study 

demonstrated that issues of under-representation still remain for ethnicities, older 

students, and low SES, HUR students did not perceive that their characteristics 

influenced their college search process.  Factors students believe influenced their college 

search were personal, primarily academic ability and finances.  Students, however, 

exhibited high levels of misinformation concerning these factors as evidenced by students 

with high academic ability and eligibility for financial assistance believing that they 

could not attend traditional college yet later attended the proprietary colleges after 

accessing social capital through networking and information, oftentimes from external 

sources such as media, employers, college counselors, and significant others.    
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CHAPTER 5 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 This study examined the college choice processing of historically under-

represented (HUR) students across a wide variety of colleges who have not been the 

usual focus in college choice research.  These groups of students have been historically 

under-represented in traditional college due in part to their lack of college choices as 

demonstrated in their absence from traditional colleges, greater presence at less selective 

types of colleges, and their lack of traditionally processing their college choice.  This 

study demonstrated that representation of HUR students within higher education remains 

a problem as evidenced in major over-representation of minorities, older-aged, and low 

SES students at non-traditional colleges and continuing under-representation of older-

aged, ethnicities, and low SES students at traditional colleges. This over-representation at 

non-traditional and under-representation at traditional colleges is due in part to their 

inability to access information sources which provides social and cultural capital for 

processing of college choices.  Therefore, if policymakers and educators seek to provide 

college access for HUR students, then it is important to examine the question: What 

information sources are influencing and motivating the college choices of HUR students 

as described by ethnicity, age, and socioeconomic attributes and how are these sources 

processed by these students in their choosing of a college?   
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Access to Information Sources 

 Although most interviewed and surveyed HUR students in this study did not 

attend traditional college, they did express that they wanted to attend college which is 

promoted by their receipt of social and cultural capital and motivation from important 

information sources, including parents, schools, and their culture.  This exposure 

promoted their early development of a desire to attend college and the perception that 

success was linked to a college education.  This desire among the majority of HUR 

students to attend college is affirmed by Bragg (2006) who described that “the aspiration 

to attend college is nearly universal among American youth” (p.5).  In America, the 

desire to attend college is common and is developed through early information sources of 

cultural capital.   

Most HUR students from the proprietary and community colleges described 

development of their desire, or predisposition, to attend college in grade school or earlier, 

which was similar to the students from the traditional university.  The greatest percentage 

of students who developed their predisposition for college in high school was from the 

proprietary university, not from the traditional university. This high level of promotion of 

cultural capital through information sources is remarkable in that HUR students 

demonstrated their desire to attend college despite their perception that they could not 

because of their limitations, including ethnicity, gender, poor academic performance, low 

SES, and parental lack of college education.  The contrast in the development of the 

predisposition for college in America was highlighted in contrast to Mexico where some 

interviewed HUR students described that, when living in Mexico, college was perceived 

as never being an option and was not promoted, so they had not developed the 
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predisposition to attend college.   For most students, including HUR students, 

development of the predisposition to attend college occurred early in life as influenced by 

the provision of cultural capital from their information sources.   

While the early development of a predisposition to attend college demonstrates 

the cultural capital that was provided by information sources early in life, it also 

highlights the lack of social capital from information sources for HUR students later in 

life as demonstrated by their failure to enroll in traditional college.   Valenzuela (1999) 

ascribed this failure to conduct a search phase and to select a traditional college to “a 

paucity of academically oriented network” and pertinent social relationships with parents, 

schools, and their culture (p.29) which references the absence or failure of information 

sources to provide social capital for college, which is confirmed by this study.  This 

social capital includes information about finances, academics, accessibility, and value of 

college.   

Freeman (1997, 2006) and Somers (2006) also described the absence or failure of 

information sources to provide social capital for college in their studies.  They found that 

students experienced a lack of social capital from information sources, such as high 

school teachers and counselors, who were discouraging and provided minimal college 

counseling, if any, which Valenzuela (1999) also described.  Two themes of 

discouragement that Somers found in the students were “They said I couldn’t do it” and 

“Life happens” (p. 58).  Somers and Freeman both found that the discouragement 

originated primarily from school teachers and counselors, and not family or friends.  

McDonough (2002) confirmed this in her study.  She explains that “African-American 

and Latino students are significantly more likely to have their college plans influenced by 
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their high school counselors and yet these are the student who are the least likely to have 

counselors” (p. 9).   

In these ways with respect to access to information sources, schools were 

discouraging, or subtractive, to HUR students, which is similar to the studies of 

Valenzuela (1999), Freeman (1997, 2006) and Somers (2006).  In this study as well as the 

previous studies mentioned, subtractive schooling involved the lack of access for HUR 

students to information sources, such as high school teachers and counselors who provide 

social capital for college.  Instead, students described feelings of alienation and receiving 

discouragement from these information sources with little, if any, counseling for college.  

This subsequently “deprive[d] them of social capital that they would otherwise enjoy 

were the schools not so aggressively (subtractively) assimilationist.  Stated differently, 

rather than students failing schools, schools fail students with a pedagogical logic 

that…assures the ascendancy of a few” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.30).  The subtractive culture 

of schools need to be recognized as part of the problem in limiting access for HUR 

students to critical information sources in high school but instead discouraged many HUR 

students from attending traditional college. This study confirmed that while HUR 

students had information sources that provided cultural capital, they were limited in their 

access to information sources that could provide social capital later in life;  therefore, 

they chose to either not attend college or to attend a non-traditional college.  
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Impact of Student Perceptions 

The power of cultural capital provided by CIMs to promote the development of 

the predisposition and the lack of CIMs to provide social capital was demonstrated in the 

perceptions of HUR students that their college choices were limited or nonexistent.  

Students’ descriptions of their college choice processing in this study repeatedly 

demonstrated that accessing information sources did not occur in a social or cultural 

vacuum, but was reinforced for students through encouragement and motivation from 

CIMs.  Thus, many HUR students self-selected and never applied to the traditional 

colleges.  HUR students oftentimes attributed their lack of college choice to their own 

limitations, including personal characteristics (i.e., age, marital status, family, and 

cultural), and institutional characteristics (i.e., academic achievement, time, and finances) 

rather than to the lack of information sources.  Valenzuela (1999) described this process 

of self-selection in his study of Latino high school students who lacked the social capital 

to accurately assess their abilities and conduct their college choice processing; therefore, 

they did not attempt to enroll in traditional colleges.  In this study, the lack of CIMs who 

could provide information and capital limited social capital was demonstrated to 

repeatedly limit the college choice processing of HUR students who self-selected because 

they did not believe they could attend traditional colleges.  

 The effect on loss of social capital due to the lack of access to CIMs was 

demonstrated within this study in several ways.  One way is demonstrated in the effect of 

college counseling on students at the proprietary college.  While the greatest percentage 

of HUR students was at the proprietary college, after visiting with college counselors the 

greatest percentage of students obtained loans and grants than at any other college.  
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Although previous research has suggested that HUR students are more likely to be 

influenced negatively by changes in financial aid, this study suggests that it is not 

finances that limit students’ college choice processing, but their perceptions of financial 

limitations as imposed by their lack of information sources. Similarly, there were other 

misconceptions of students, such as academic ability, that led students to believe their 

college choice processing was limited until they found information sources which 

demonstrated they could attend college.  The provision of social capital by college 

counselors at the proprietary colleges and other information sources was found to 

overcome students’ misconceptions and demonstrate to them that they could attend 

college.      

The effect from limitations on access to CIMs for HUR students is demonstrated 

in this study by the failure of many HUR students to enroll in a traditional college despite 

their desire to attend college. This desire was evidenced in their enrollment in a non-

traditional college, oftentimes later in life. Similar to the accessibility to CIMs early in 

life which provided cultural capital, it is recommended that social capital be provided 

through CIMs to HUR students and their parents early in life. These CIMs should be 

accessible as early as grade school, if not earlier, and should be aimed at teachers and 

schools creating partnerships with families.  Parents and grade school teachers are 

important CIMs to include in the dissemination of social capital early in life because they 

have played a highly effective role in transferring cultural capital as evidenced in the 

development of the children’s desire to attend college early in life.   This is affirmed by 

Freeman (1997) who explained  

when these students describe barriers and possible solutions to African- 
American’s participation in higher education, they stress the importance of the  
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elementary and secondary school environments.  The school system plays an even  
greater role when neither parent has participated in higher education…researchers  
should use caution in interpreting lack of information as lack of interest… (p.545- 
546).   

It is important to engage parents in the role of college choice processing and provide 

college access to them because they act as CIMs with their educational achievements and 

provision of information being some of the most important influences on their children’s 

education goals.  This provision of access to CIMs should also be reflective of the 

advising and program structuring of the proprietary colleges which have been successful 

in providing access to information sources for social capital for college to HUR students.  

McDonough (2002) affirms that social capital needs to be provided before eighth grade, 

“Research indicates that students desperately need basic information about college 

options…Moreover, students need to receive it early enough in their educational careers 

(by eighth grade) for them to enroll in appropriate classes” (p. 13). Early access to CIMs, 

such as teachers and counselors, beginning in grade school which can provide social 

capital, as well as cultural capital, for college needs to be provided to HUR students and 

their parents. 

 

Application of Hossler-Gallagher’s College Choice Model 

 HUR students who do not typically attend college immediately after high school 

have become a large segment of the college population, yet their college choice 

processing has not been closely examined in prior research and models.  This study 

illustrated differences in how HUR students process their college choices which suggest 

the need for revisions of Hossler and Gallagher’s three stage model.  First, many HUR 

students described that they did not progress through the three stages of college choice 
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processing consecutively and some stages were not even executed.  Despite these 

differences in the execution of the stages, HUR students did demonstrate common 

characteristics in their college choice processing.  Most HUR students did express the 

development of their desire, or predisposition, to attend college early in life.  Although 

already well established in America, this first stage, Desire, needs to be continued as an 

ongoing process in which each generation transfers their cultural capital for college to the 

next generation.  This transfer of cultural capital, thereby, will maintain the creation of 

the desire for college with hopeful outreach to the few students who did not develop the 

desire.  

 In the second stage, despite the desire of most HUR students to attend college, as 

constrained by their lack of information they did not conduct searches because they did 

not believe they could attend college due to a lack of motivation and encouragement from 

information sources.  Despite the belief that they could not attend college, these students 

were constantly determining if they could some day attend college by seeking out 

information and opportunities.  This second stage, Determination, could last many years, 

including into late adulthood before the student had sufficient opportunity and 

information to determine that their limitations and responsibilities no longer prohibited 

them from attending college.  During this time, they did not conduct college searches due 

to their belief they could not attend college and, for most HUR students, they never did 

conduct searches in that when they did determine they could attend college, they believed 

they only had one choice.   

 In the final stage, Decision, HUR students decided that they could attend a 

particular college but they expressed that they did not have college choices due to their 
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limitations and constraints.  When HUR students spoke about the college they had 

chosen, they spoke of being able to attend college due to certain accommodations offered 

by that specific college that allowed them the opportunity to attend college, for otherwise 

they could not have attended college at all.  These included factors such as location, 

costs, evening and weekend hours, class structure, college admission, and financial aid.  

Most HUR students spoke of not having college choices despite their desire to attend 

college, so their college choice processing involved a determination if they could ever 

attend college due to their constraints and limitations as compounded by their lack of 

information sources.   

 To summarize the revisions to the Hossler-Gallagher’s college choice model, the 

following is recommended: 

• Stages are not executed consecutively, from Predisposition to Search to 

Choice.  

• Stages do not necessarily occur during high school only, but can occur at any 

age.   

• Not all stages have to be executed for a student to attend college.  

• The first stage, Predisposition, has been described as the Desire to attend 

college. 

• The second stage, Search, should be redefined as Determination, to 

accommodate the failure of HUR students to conduct searches due to college 

barriers and a lack of college choices. 

• The third stage, Choice, should be replaced with Decision, to also reflect the 

lack of college choices experienced by HUR students.  
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Types of Information Sources 

 Consistent with other types of marketing research, people were found to be one of 

the most important information sources for college choice processing, even for HUR 

students, although the types of people differed amongst the students from the various 

colleges.  Parents were rated as one of the most important CIM for college choice 

processing for students across all colleges.   This re-emphasizes the importance of 

providing college opportunities for HUR students for many of them are parents and, 

therefore, their educational achievements are a major influence on their children’s college 

choice processing.  This demonstrates the intergenerational relationship in which 

grandparents, parents, and children are information sources and can influence the college 

choice processing of each other by providing cultural and social capital throughout their 

lives.  Therefore, affording the parents the opportunity to attend college positively 

influences their children’s college choice processing.   

 Similarly, children and significant others were important CIMs for students at the 

proprietary and community colleges more than at the traditional public university, which 

is understandable since the youngest students attended the public university, the oldest 

students attended the proprietary university, and most single parents attended the 

proprietary college.  One of the most striking findings is that children and significant 

others provided important motivation and encouragement to students in their college 

choice processing.   Parents expressed that they wanted to attend college to obtain good –

paying jobs so they could support their children and so their children would model after 

them and attend college.  In addition, other people, such as employers, government 

agencies, other students, and coworkers were also a greater influence on the students at 
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the proprietary colleges.  One of the main reasons these people were an influence on 

college choice processing was due to their previous college experiences which afforded 

them the social and cultural capital for college to provide to others.   

 People as important CIMs were evidenced consistently across all colleges which 

emphasized the importance of marketing strategies that include these people.  College 

marketing strategies can include outreach and development of partnerships with agencies 

and employers to provide information to their clients and employees.  The great influence 

of these types of outreach were demonstrated in the high levels of working adults who 

attended the proprietary university due to their high of outreach to employers, which was 

discussed several times by interviewed HUR students.  In recognition of the importance 

of previous college experiences in people’s ability to provide cultural and social capital to 

others, alumni associations can be seen as important sources of marketing for all types of 

colleges, not just traditional public colleges.  People who are primary information sources 

for college choice processing of others need to be included in many ways in the 

marketing strategies of colleges to recruit HUR students.  

 As described by interviewed HUR students, teachers and counselors were 

important CIMs who played an important role in the development of cultural and social 

capital and providing information for college choice processing, beginning as early as 

grade school. However, counselors and teachers from high schools and college were 

described as having different effects on the college choice processing of HUR students.  

These differences were evidenced in that a greater percentage of students at the public 

university described high school counselors and teachers as more encouraging and 

motivating than at the proprietary colleges. In fact, many HUR students commonly 
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described a lack of college advising or support from high school teachers and counselors 

similar to the studies of Freeman (1997, 2006) and Somers (2006). Oftentimes, these 

HUR students described how discouraging the high school culture, teachers, and 

counselors were to them about college, oftentimes channeling them away from college.  

In contrast, many HUR students from the proprietary colleges described how college 

counselors were influential in their college choice processing. Though the influence of 

college and high school counselors and teachers varied among the colleges, they remain 

important information sources for HUR students. While high school counselors and 

teachers oftentimes played a negative role as information sources for college choice 

processing of HUR students, the positive influence of college counselors as information 

sources for these students illustrates the role that should be adopted if HUR students are 

to be able to better process college choices.      

 While various types of people were the most important information sources for all 

students, media was a significant information influence primarily for students at the 

proprietary college where there was the greatest percentage of HUR students.  Television 

was rated the highest as not only the most influential, but also the first source of 

information about the college in general.  Additional information sources were 

newspaper, internet, and radio ads for students at the proprietary college.   This greater 

use of the media by students at the proprietary college where there was the greatest 

percentage of HUR students demonstrates their lack of accessibility to information 

sources to obtain social capital for college choice processing. Therefore, if higher 

education seeks to alleviate these inequities of college access for HUR students, then this 

study suggests that marketing at all types of colleges need to include greater use of the 
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media which acts as a substitute for the lack of more traditional information sources for 

HUR students.    

 

Flexibility and Offerings 

Family situations place limitations on college choice processing for many HUR 

students and their children.  The effect on the children has been demonstrated in previous 

research in that children with parents who have college degrees are more likely to attend 

college.  This is due in part to parents’ past college experiences have provided them with 

information about college that they can transfer to their children.  The influence of family 

circumstances is evidenced at the proprietary college where the greatest percentage of 

HUR students were.  This college also had the highest percentages of students raised by 

single parents in addition to students who were single parents, low SES, female, and 

Latino.  In addition, these students also had the lowest GPAs and lowest parental 

educational levels which limit accessibility to information sources for themselves and 

their children as demonstrated in previous research where low parental educational levels 

was a major factor in their children’s educational achievement.  This over-representation 

of HUR types of students at the proprietary college demonstrates that these students still 

suffer limitations in their college choice processing as perpetuated by the inaccessibility 

of information sources to provide social capital. Due to the future impact of their 

educational achievement on themselves, as well as their children, it is important that 

colleges are more flexible in scheduling and class formats to accommodate the 

constraints of HUR students who are parents or have other family circumstances which 

have limited their college choice processing. Greater access to academic and financial 
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advising and assistance also need to be provided which can be modeled after the 

proprietary colleges who have been successful in overcoming HUR students’ lack of 

social capital.     If we choose not to do this, then we must be willing to accept that many 

of the people who have the most influence on our future will not succeed.  

 Older students who were more highly represented at the proprietary university 

than at the other colleges described various limitations their age imposed on them as far 

as college choice processing.  These limitations focused on the lack of flexibility and 

accommodations at the other colleges.  Older students needed flexibility in hours, types 

of classroom delivery, and program requirements due to their personal and professional 

demands.  Older students at the proprietary university were more financially sound and 

motivated by the need to succeed for family and/or professional reasons. As mentioned 

earlier, it was remarkable in this study that older students who were parents commented 

that their reason for return to college was to provide a better life for their children and to 

be a role model so that their children would continue onto college.  These family and 

professional needs that drive older students to return to college at a later point in life 

demonstrate that education is lifelong and needs to be available at any time during a 

lifetime.    Lifelong learning also suggests that, like consumers of other products and 

business, students have now become lifelong consumers of college and are important 

information sources for other students as either alumni or current students, so they are 

valuable sources of marketing.  As HUR students in the study frequently commented, 

higher education needs to be more responsive to the educational needs of older students 

which requires greater flexibility in modes of instruction, hours and days of course 
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offerings, and program requirements to promote their enrollment in college so they and 

their children can succeed.    

 Although HUR students expressed the desire to attend college due to acquisition 

of cultural capital from information sources, they continue to experience limitations in 

college access due to lack of access to information sources which can provide social 

capital for college as demonstrated in this study.  This lack of information sources result 

in absence or delays in the execution of stages of college choice processing.  Several key 

points need to be emphasized with regards to the execution of the three-stage model by 

HUR students.  First, similar to traditional students, many HUR students are developing 

the predisposition for college in high school or earlier.  Second, some HUR students do 

not develop the predisposition to attend college and/or conduct a search until later in life.  

Third, a few HUR students do not develop a predisposition to attend college and/or 

conduct a search but attend college because they are required by an employer or agency.   

In view of these differences, HUR students challenge the traditional interpretation of 

Hossler and Gallagher’s three-stage model.  To accommodate the differences in college 

choice processing for HUR students, the model should be more flexible with regards to 

execution, timing and sequencing.     

 

Limitations 

One of the limitations in this study is that it examined students who did attend 

college although they may not have been as a traditional student after completing high 

school. The return to college, albeit later in life for many HUR students, demonstrates hat 

these students did exhibit a predisposition to attend college despite their familial, 
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socioeconomic, ethnical, economic or academic limitations.  It would be interesting for 

future research to contrast HUR students who attended college to people who did not 

choose to attend college.  Differences in their access to information sources and presence 

of social and cultural capital could be explored to determine what factors may be 

preventing some people from ever attending college.  

This study was conducted in southwest United States and so there was a large 

Latino and senior citizen population which certainly affected the student demographics 

and purposes for education.  With this large percentage of Latinos, another limitation was 

that there were few African Americans or Indians who participated in the study. Although 

there was a large percentage of Latino students, this does not lessen the importance of the 

information provided by HUR students concerning their lack of access to information 

sources but rather ensured availability of HUR students.  

 Both surveys and interviews were voluntary and students were selected from 

business-oriented programs, so the study population is not reflective of all types of 

students and all types of colleges.  As previously mentioned, it certainly did not address 

people who choose to not attend college at all.  Being voluntary, it also raises the issue 

that students in the study may not be reflective of HUR students because HUR students 

may be less assertive and willing to participate.  However, all of the students surveyed in 

the classroom did participate and the students interviewed did posses various HUR 

characteristics.   

 This was not a longitudinal study which would be beneficial with a qualitative 

study like this to provide follow-up to students’ retention and later career success.  

Provision of information about how these HUR students would provide additional insight 
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to further study of information sources, including assessing the impact of their 

educational achievements on their children, their educational goals, and lives.  

 

Future Implications 

 This study evokes several implications for future study regarding college choice 

processing and the application of Hossler-Gallagher’s model to historically under-

represented students across a wide variety of colleges.  With the predominance of early 

development of the predisposition to attend college amongst HUR students in this study, 

research on the development of the desire to attend college while in grade school or 

earlier and the information sources involved would provide valuable information about 

the prominence of cultural capital for college in this country and in comparison to other 

countries.  Particular focus should be on grade school teachers, families, media, 

community, activities, and institutions such as churches.   To understand this early 

inculcation of cultural capital, it would be valuable to study the development of college 

predisposition in the earlier years before high school.   

This study clearly demonstrated that the Hossler and Gallagher’s model of college 

choice processing does need further research in its application to HUR students.   

Although the development of the predisposition stage was common, it would be 

interesting to examine if people who never attended college would also express this early 

development of a predisposition for college.  In addition, the execution of the search 

stage of college choice processing also needs to be more closely examined with respect to 

HUR students since the HUR students in this study did not always process their college 
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choices in the same manner as traditional students and did not access valuable 

information sources to obtain social capital for their college choice processing.    

 Although the greater majority of students in this study expressed an early desire to 

attend college, a few students interviewed did not initiate a predisposition stage in that 

they did not think about attending college. Rather, the opportunity occurred as prompted 

by a demand, such as by employment or military requirements, so the students began 

college without ever having executed any stage of the college choice model.   In this 

respect it could be argued that either the predisposition stage did not occur at all or that it 

occurred later, and possibly out of sequence, coming after the search and choice stage.  In 

this instance, the student may develop a desire to attend college once they have enrolled 

in courses.  It would be interesting for a future study to examine the condition of the 

desire to attend college among people who never did attend college as well as those who 

dropped out of college and never returned, as this study focused on those who were 

currently attending college.   Likewise, the search stage was seen to sometimes occur 

either out of sequence or not at all for the many reasons previously discussed for the 

predisposition stage, such as the lack of choice by a student to attend any other college or 

specifications for college as required by external sources, such as funding agencies.  

 This study demonstrates that despite some improvement in college attendance for 

some types of HUR students, all of the types included in this study still experience 

various types of under-representation. While this under-representation may be due to 

institutional characteristics, students in this study internalized the reasons and believed 

that it was their choice to not attend certain colleges, rather than a constraint imposed by 

their age, gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status.   Because of this internalization of 
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constraints on their college choice, students frequently viewed some colleges as 

inaccessible, particularly the traditional four-year college.  This perception of traditional 

four-year colleges as being inaccessible needs to be seriously considered since HUR 

students are making their college choices based on this perception and are consequently 

not attending traditional colleges.   In this consideration, it is important to ask if students 

are, therefore, being “diverted” or “cooled out” due to the perception perpetuated by the 

traditional four-year degree colleges that they are inaccessible, rather than due to the 

practices of other types of colleges or student deficiencies.  

 While this study focused only on college choice processing of HUR students, it 

would be valuable to examine longitudinally how successful these students were in their 

college programs and if they completed.  In addition, other areas of exploration could 

include how positive students were about their college experience and if they continued 

their education after completing their current college to determine how influential the 

social and cultural capital from information sources were on the lifelong endeavors and 

values of students.    

 The use of marketing techniques aimed at people should be further explored as 

people were found to have a significant influence on college choice processing of others 

in several ways with some interesting differences from the norm by the HUR students 

who were parents and/or older.  Of primary importance in marketing is the use of current 

and former students as tools of marketing since people have been found in marketing 

studies to be the most important marketing tool.  Though no college in this study adopted 

any practice to maintain students as lifelong learners or to utilize current or former 

students as a means of marketing, it was mentioned numerous times by interviewed and 
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surveyed HUR students.  Not only did current and former students influence other 

students’ college choices, but many of them also influenced their spouses and particularly 

their children which is verified in the research that parents’ educational levels influence 

their children’s educational goals.   

Media was found to have an influence primarily on students from the PROPC, but 

not the other colleges.  Some media, particularly the internet, were used by students but 

more as information sources once they had already made their decisions.  The media was 

an important information source because these students did not have access to other 

information sources, such as parents and high school counselors, as readily as traditional 

students.  Therefore, if HUR students are to be recruited for college, then efforts need to 

be made through media, such as television to provide the social capital so HUR students 

who do not have access to traditional information sources for social capital about college 

choice processing.   

 Although every study can only encompass a certain amount of research, this 

study demonstrated the need for further examination of the perceptions of constraints 

placed on college choice processing by finances.  This need is significant as exemplified 

in this study’s finding that although HUR students typically claimed that costs were a 

major influence on their college choice, the lowest SES students chose one of the most 

expensive colleges which required their obtaining a loan.  Whereas research had claimed 

that HUR students’ college-going behavior was negatively influenced by shifts in 

financial assistance, further research may support this study’s conclusion that it is the 

perceptions of finances that influence college choices and not the actuality as 
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demonstrated by PROPC students who the lowest-SES yet had the highest acquisition 

rates for loans and grants.  

 One of the greatest concerns that arose from this study that needs further study 

is the predominance of HUR students at schools other than traditional four-year degree 

colleges.  This was noted in the high percentage of single mothers, Latinos, and low SES 

students who attended the proprietary college with the lowest attendance of these groups 

at the public university.  What is most concerning about this particular scenario is the 

apparent loss of college choice and subsequent career success for the mothers who are 

providing the role models for the development of our future generations.  If this scenario 

continues to exist within higher educational system, it will continue to perpetuate a new 

generation of poor who will not be able to break the cycle that their mothers could not 

either.   

 It is important for colleges to promote “open access” for all in America because it 

is what our future is built on, that all are given the opportunity to attend college for 

“Education, then, has been seen as a major path to expand opportunity for the 

disadvantaged” (Tierney, 1997, p. 174).  This belief that college is the great equalizer and 

provider of opportunity has been well established in this country through a wide variety 

of information sources which have provided the cultural capital that bred a desire in the 

great populace that success is linked to college. To leave this desire unfulfilled, is to deny 

the basic rights for a good life.  Information sources must be provided throughout even 

the younger years of a child’s life and their parents’ lives which can provide the 

necessary social capital to fulfill those desires to attend college and breathe success and 

colleges must likewise accommodate those endeavors to succeed.  
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APPENDIX A 
STUDENT SURVEY 

 

STUDENT PROGRAM SURVEY  
TYPE OF CURRENT PROGRAM 

1. Select all of the following characteristics that are applicable your current 
program of study.  
ٱ Credit                                  
ٱ Associates degree               
ٱ Bachelor’s degree 
ٱ Noncredit                            
ٱ Certificate 
ٱ Flexible scheduling 

ٱ Evening/weekend hours 
                                   Weekend hoursٱ
ٱ Long distance 
ٱ Part-time 
ٱ Online    
ٱ Hands-on learning            
ٱ Other (Please list______________) 

CURRENT FINANCIAL RESOURCES FOR SCHOOL 
2. Select all of your financial aid that you have received during this program 
ٱ Grants 
ٱ Loans 
ٱ Scholarships 
ٱ Job 
 Personal savingsٱ

ٱ College tuition Waiver 
ٱ Agency assistance 
ٱ Employer assistance 
 Militaryٱ
ٱ Other (please specify) ___________ 

PERSONAL INFORMATION 

4. Select your ethnicity 

ٱ Latino 
ٱ African-American 
ٱ Indian 

 Whiteٱ
ٱ Other (please specify) 
________ 

5. Select your age range 

20<ٱ
20ٱ -25 
26ٱ  -30 
31ٱ  -35 

36ٱ  -40 
41ٱ  -50 
51ٱ  -60 

60>ٱ 

6. What is your current family income level (yours and 
your parents if you live with them)? 

Less than $20,000  
$20,001 - $30,000  

$30,001 - <$50,000  
$50,000 - $100,000  
More than $100,000  

7. What was your family income when you were in high 
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school? 
Less than $20,000  
$20,001 - $30,000  

$30,001 - <$50,000  
$50,000 - $100,000  
More than $100,000  

LIVING CONDITIONS 
 
7. Were your parents married or single 
when you were in high school?            Yes/No 
 
8. Are you a single parent?                     Yes/No 
 
9. Do you live with your parents?           Yes/No 
 

10. Are you disabled?    Yes/No 
 

INFORMATION SOURCES 
3. Select up to the top five sources of information that you had about this college  
and rate them from 1 to 5 with 1 being the most influential on your selection of this 
college.  
PEOPLE 
___ High School Counselor   
___ High School Teacher 
___ High school athletic staff 
___ Other High School staff 
___ College Counselor 
___ College Teacher 
___ Other College staff 
___ College athletic staff 
___ Current student at the college 
___ College alumni 
___ Personal interview with college rep 
___ College representative at high school   
___ Previous college personnel 
___ Former classmate     
___ Former teacher 
___ Parents  
___ Children 
___ Significant other 
___ Brother/Sister 
___ Other family member 

MEDIA 
___ Newspaper ads   
___ News story   
___ TV ads 
___ Radio ads   
___ Magazine ads   
___ Magazine article listing of colleges  
___ Billboards      
___ Phone book/Yellow pages                                                    
___ Website     
___ Internet ads                              
___ College Brochures    
___ College Videotape 
___ College Toll free numbers         
___ College Mail   
___ College Catalog 
___ College newspaper 
___ College Phone calls    
___ College Logo items (e.g., pens) 
___ Guidebook of colleges 
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___ Friend     
___ Employer   
___ Military personnel 

AGENCIES 
___ Community Agency 
___ Government Agency      
___ Religious group 
___ Cultural 
___ Military 

ACTIVITIES 
___ On-campus College activity                   
___ Off-campus College activity 
___ Committees                                 
___ Meetings                                    
___ Fairs   
___ Campus visit    

___ OTHER (please specify ___________) 

From the previous selections, which one was your first source of information about the 
school?   
 

________________________________________________ 
 
Have you lived in this community for a long time?                      Yes/No 
If yes, do you feel that this influenced the influence of information sources on your 
decision to attend this college?      
 Yes/No 
 

COLLEGE HISTORY  

11. Please select your past highest level of education before this program 

ٱ Did not earn GED or HS diploma 
ٱ College (but no degree or certificate) 
ٱ Associates degree 
ٱ Graduate degree 

ٱ GED or HS diploma 
ٱ College certificate degree 
ٱ Bachelors degree 
ٱ Professional degree 

12. What was your grade point average in high school? 
____________________ 
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13. Check which of your immediate family members have attended college 
and indicate if they have earned a degree. 
 

ATTENDED COLLEGE EARNED A DEGREE 
Father    ٱ ٱ
Mother    ٱ ٱ
Brother    ٱ ٱ
Sister    ٱ ٱ
Significant other                               ٱ ٱ

14. When was the first time you decided you wanted to go to 
college? 
ٱ Grade school 
ٱ Junior High 
ٱ High School 
 

ٱ Less than two years after 
graduation 
ٱ In my 20s 
ٱ In my 30s or later 

15. Were you considering attending any other colleges?   
 
If yes, how many? 
 

16. How encouraging were your parents regarding your education? 

ٱ None 
ٱ Little 
ٱ Some 
 

 Moderateٱ
ٱ Strong 

COMMENTS 
Please list any additional comments that you think are relevant to your choice of this 
college? 
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APPENDIX B 

ADMINISTRATOR SURVEY 

ADMINISTRATOR PROGRAM SURVEY 
TYPE OF PROGRAM 

1. Select all of the following characteristics that are provided at your school: 
ٱ Credit                                  
ٱ Associates degree               
                   Weekend hoursٱ
ٱ Noncredit                            
ٱ Certificate 
ٱ Flexible scheduling 

ٱ Evening/weekend hours 
ٱ Online                                  
ٱ Long distance 
ٱ Bachelors degree                 
ٱ Other (Please list______________) 

FINANCIAL AID 
There may be duplication if students receive several funding sources 

2. Percentage of enrolled students receiving: 
Total # 
students  

White Latino Black Indian Other Female Male 

Grants     
 
Loans 
 
Scholarships 
 
Tuition 
Waiver 

 

Agency 
assistance 
 
Other 
financial aid 

 

STUDENT SERVICES 
3. Select all the types of marketing that your institution uses.  
Circle the one on which the most dollars are spent: 
ٱ Newspaper ads                                                        
                                       Websiteٱ
ٱ Brochures                                    
ٱ Committees                                 
                                    Meetingsٱ
ٱ Radio ads 
ٱ Internet ads   
      TV adsٱ
     Catalogٱ

ٱ Toll free numbers         
   Mailٱ
ٱ Phone calls     
                       Memberships in communityٱ
ٱ Employer visits         
       Magazine adsٱ
ٱ Fairs    
ٱ Campus tours                            
ٱ Other (please specify ___________) 
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STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS 

4. Number of students enrolled in this school: 

5. ETHNICITY PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS 

Latino  

Black  

Indian  

White  

Other  

6. AGE RANGE PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS 

<20  

20-25  

26-30  

31-35  

36-40  

41-50  

51-60  

>60  

7. FORMER EDUCATIONAL LEVEL 
Before entering this school 

PERCENTAGE OF 
STUDENTS 

Did not earn GED or HS diploma  

GED or HS diploma  

Some College (but no degree or certificate)  

College certificate degree  

Associates degree  

Bachelors degree  
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Masters  

Doctorate  

Professional degree  

8. What is the percentage of students within the following 
income levels? 

Percentage of students       
Less than $20,000  
$20,001 - $30,000  

$30,001 - <$50,000  
$50,000 - $100,000  
More than $100,000  

COMMENTS 
Are there any significant factors that may have influenced this information? 
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APPENDIX C 

STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
1.  When you were thinking about attending this school, did you think about attending 
any other schools?  If so, how many other schools?  Explain why you chose this school 
instead.   
 
2.  Who were the most important influences on your decision to attend this school and 
why?  
 
3.  How encouraging do you feel your parents were about your decision to go to college 
(none, little, moderate, a lot)?  How did they encourage you? 
 
4.  How much information did your parents provide you about attending college (none, 
little, moderate, a lot)?  What kinds of information did they provide you? 
 
5.  How much information/encouragement did you receive from high school teachers 
(none, little, moderate, a lot)?   What kinds of information and encouragement did you 
receive? 
 
6.  How much information/encouragement did you receive from high school counselors 
(none, little, moderate, a lot)?  What kinds of information and encouragement did you 
receive? 
 
7.  Other than your parents, high school counselors and teachers, were there any other 
people who influenced your decision to attend this school, such as other family members, 
friends, employers, coworkers, or college personnel?   How did they influence your 
decision? 
 
8.  Of all of the people who influenced your decision to attend this school, who was the 
most influential and why? 
 
9.  Regarding your decision to attend this school, were there any agencies, such as 
governmental, community, military, religious, etc., that influenced your decision?  How 
did they influence your decision, financial, information, encouragement, etc? 
 
10.  If there were agencies that influenced your decision to attend school, which was the 
most influential and why? 
 
11.  Regarding your decision to attend this school, were there any media sources that  
influenced your decision to attend, such as TV, radio, newspapers, computers, catalogs, 
brochures, etc.?  What is the name and description of the media source? 
 
12.  If there were media sources that influenced your decision to attend school, which 
was the most influential and why? 
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13.  Regarding your decision to attend this school, were there any activities that 
influenced your decision to attend, such as tours, college visits, community events, fairs, 
etc.? 
 
14.  If there were activities that influenced your decision to attend school, which was the 
most influential and why?   
 
15.  Out of all of the people, agencies, media, and activities that influenced your decision 
to attend this school, which one was the most influential and why? 
 
16.  Out of all of the people, agencies, media, and activities that influenced your decision 
to attend this school, which one was your first source of information about this school 
and why? 
 
17.  Do you have any other comments about the content of this interview and your choice 
of the school you are now attending? 
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APPENDIX D 
DESCRIPTIONS OF STUDENTS INTERVIEWED 

 

1. 19-year-old white female attending PUBU for bachelors.  Works part-time and is 
receiving scholarships, waivers, and grants.  She is not married and has no children.  She 
was rasied by her single mother and is low SES. Her father has a doctorate degree and her 
mother has a masters. Her GPA was 4.3 in high school.  
2. 25-year-old Latino male attending PUBU to earn his bachelor’s degree.  He is 
also working part-time but attending school full-time.  He is using loans and grants to pay 
for school.  He is not married and has no children.  His is low SES.  His family is from 
Mexico and his father did not complete high school. His mom did attend some college. 
His GPA in high school was 3.3. 
3. 24-year-old white male attending PUBU to earn a bachelor’s degree.  He is low 
SES.  He works part-time and attends school full-time.  He is paying for school with 
scholarships, grants, tuition waivers, savings, and job.  He is married but no children.  He 
lived with both his mother and father.  His father attended some college and his mother 
has an associates degree. His GPA in high school was 3.7.   
4. 19-year-old African-American female attending PUBU to earn her bachelor’s 
degree.  She is paying for school with loans, scholarships, parental help, and job. She is 
from out of state.  Her SES with parental income is high SES.  She attended a private 
school in Los Angeles.  Her GPA was 3.2. She is not married and does not have children.  
She works part-time on campus.  Her mother has her law degree and her father was a 
professional football player who earned his bachelor’s degree.   
5. 47-year-old Latino female attending PUBU to earn her bachelor’s degree.  She is 
paying for school with loans, scholarship and personal savings.  She does not work.  She 
is married and has children.  Her current family income is high.  She has her associates 
degree which she earned after moving from Mexico to United States. She lived with both 
parents in Mexico who did not finish high school.  Her GPA in high school was 2.5.   
6. 47-year-old white female attending PUBCC to earn a certificate. A government 
agency is paying for her schooling. She is low SES, is single and has no children. She did 
work full-time for most of her life, but was recently laid off.  She was raised by both 
parents.  Her father has a college degree and her mother attended college. Her GPA was 
As and Bs in high school.  
7. 30-year-old white male attending PUBCC to earn his associates degree.  He is 
middle income.  He lives with his fiancé.  He is paying for college himself. He was raised 
by mother and stepfather.  He does not have children.  His father has a bachelor’s degree 
and his mother has an associates degree.  His GPA in high school was 3.0.  
8. 51-year-old Latino/Indian male attending PUBCC to earn his associates degree 
for transfer.  He was raised by his single mother and they were upper SES.  He was in the 
military and law enforcement but is now retired.  His current SES is high.  Paying for 
college himself.  His GPA in high school was 3.0.   
9. 41-year-old white female attending PUBCC to earn her associates degree.  She is 
attending school full-time and working part-time.  She is paying for school with grants.  
She is a single parent but grew up with both her parents.  Her SES is low but was middle 
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income when growing up.  Her father completed eighth grade and her mother completed 
a bachelors.  Her GPA in high school was 4.0.  
10. 31-year-old Latino female attending PUBCC to earn certificate.  She attends 
school part-time and works full-time.  Schooling is paid by governmental agency.  She is 
low SES.  She is a single parent.  She lived with both parents during high school.  Her 
father did not finish high school and her mother did complete high school.  Her GPA in 
high school was 3.5.  
11. 40-year-old white male attending PROPU to earn his bachelor’s degree.  His 
employer is paying for his schooling.  He is middle income.  He is attending school part-
time and does work.  He is a single father.  He attended some college before.  His GPA 
was 2.0 in high school.   
12. 19-year-old Latino female attending PROPU to earn her bachelor’s degree.  She is 
paying for school through grants and loans.  She lives at home with her mother and 
father.  She works part-time and attends school part-time. She is not married and has no 
children.  She is low SES.  Her GPA in high school was 3.0.   
13. 26-year-old African-American female attending PROPU to earn her bachelor’s 
degree.  She works part-time and attends school part-time.  She is paying for schooling 
through grants, loans, scholarships, and employer’s assistance.  She was a single parent, 
but is now married.  She is middle income but was low SES a few years ago.  She was 
raised by her mother and father. She has her associates degree.  Her father has a high 
school degree and her mother does not. Her GPA in high school was 3.0.   
14. 38-year-old American-Indian, Spanish, Filipino and French-Canadian female 
attending PROPU to earn her bachelor’s degree.  She is married with children.  She 
works part-time and attends school part-time.  She is paying for school with loans and 
personal savings.  Her current income is high although she spent most of her life as low 
SES.  Her GPA in high school ranged from 1.0 to 4.0 after transferring to an alternative 
school.  Her father has a bachelor’s degree and her mother has her GED.  Her husband 
has a doctorate and is a research scientist.   
15. 50-year-old African-American male attending PROPU to earn his bachelor’s 
degree.  He is married with children.  He was raised by his mother who was low SES and 
his GPA was 2.0.  He was in sports and got an athletic scholarship for college but 
dropped out within the first year.  His father was never around and his mother quit school 
in the eighth grade.  His wife has her bachelor’s degree.  He is paying for school with 
savings and loans.   
16. 20-year-old Latino male attending PROPC to earn a certificate.  He is attending 
school part-time and is working part-time. He is low SES. He is married and has two 
children. He is paying for school with grants, loans, and self.  He lived with both parents 
when growing up.  His mother and father both completed high school.  His GPA in high 
school was 3.8.  
17. 27-year-old white male attending PROPC to earn a diploma.  He works part-tiem 
and goes to school full-time.  He is a single parent and is low SES.  He was raised by his 
mother and father.  He is paying for school through grants, loans, and the military. His 
father had a high school degree and his mother had a bachelor’s degree.  His GPA in high 
school was 3.7.  
18. 45-year-old white female attending PROPC to earn a diploma.  She lives with her 
husband currently but was low SES for many years and was a single parent then.  She is 
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paying for school with loans and grants.  She lived with both parents during high school.  
Her father has a master’s degree and her mother attended some college. Her GPA in high 
school was 2.0.  
19. 53-year-old divorced Latino female attending PROPC to earn a diploma.  She is 
paying for school with loans and grants.  She was a single parent.  She works part-time 
and attends school full-time.  She is low SES.  She graduated from high school in Mexico 
with a 3.0.  She lived with both parents.  Her father only completed second grade and her 
mother completed eighth grade.  
20. 37-year-old white male who attending PROPC to earn a diploma.  He is paying 
for school with grants and loans.  He is working part-time and attends school full-time.  
He is not married and has no children.  He was raised by his mother and they were low 
SES.  His mother finished high school.   His GPA in high school was 3.0 after he 
transferred in his senior year to another school, but prior to that it had been 2.0 and he 
had many difficulties with the school.   
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