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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between tenth grade
first-generation college-bound students stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or
university directly after high school and the engagement factor of students, their parents,
and their peers. Data collected for the National Center for Education Statistics Education
Longitudinal Study of 2002 (NCES ELS:2002) were used in this study. The population
for this study was tenth grade students in 2002. The NCES ELS:2002 is a nationally
representative sample of that population.

The dependent variable was first-generation college-bound students’ stated
intentions to attend a 4-year college or university directly after high school. Twenty-two
independent variables, classified by student, parent, and peer engagement factors, were
used in this study.

A logistic regression model developed from a backward stepwise regression
analysis was used to answer the primary research question considered in this study:
“What relationships exist between first-generation college-bound students’ stated
intentions to attend a 4-year college or university directly after high school and the
engagement factors of students, their parents, and their peers?”

A number of significant positive relationships were shown to exist between the
dependent variable and independent variables. The results suggest that students’ college
entrance test plans in grade 10 and grade 11, participation in an AP program, and AP test
plans appear to be important predictors of students’ intentions. When considering the
highest positive odds ratio among all independent variables included in this study, the
results suggest that the parent engagement factor, educational aspirations for the tenth
grade child: graduate from college with a BA/BS degree or higher, stands out as the
strongest predictor of students’ intentions. The results suggest that peer influences matter.
Students who stated intentions were more likely to have friends who feel it is important
to attend classes regularly, study, get good grades, finish high school, and continue their
education.

The results also suggest that three independent variables were not found to be
predictors of students’ intentions: 1) student’ participation in a college preparation
program; 2) parents’ checking of school work; and 3) parents’ financial savings for the
tenth grade child’s postsecondary education.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

Introduction

Gaining access to higher education requires academic achievement, an application
process, and ability to pay the price of attendance (King, 2002). Similarly, Horn (1997)
described the transition through high school and beyond into postsecondary institutions
as a five-step process: 1) having a bachelor’s degree goal; 2) being at least minimally
prepared academically to attend college; 3) taking entrance exams; 4) applying to college;
and 5) enrolling in college. This transition, or pipeline to college, includes students’
choosing college over other pursuits and task requirements linked to seeking college
information and completing application forms. Additionally, academic proficiencies and
intellectual development are associated with curriculum choices and achievement.

As described by Horn (1997), the pipeline to college consists of five somewhat
sequential steps. However, the transition to college experiences between first-generation
students, or students from families where neither parent had more than a high school
education, and their non-first-generation counterparts are different (Choy, 2001). In turn,
as the following results imply, first-generation college students are at a distinct
disadvantage that persists through their path to college. First, using data from the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) National Education Longitudinal Study
of 1988, Horn and Bobbitt (2000) found that as parental education increased, students’

aspirations toward postsecondary education increased. Additionally, Horn et al. reported



a change in educational aspirations among first-generation college students between the
8th and 12th grade:

When surveyed as eighth graders, first-generation students had relatively high

educational aspirations: 42 percent aspired to a bachelor’s degree....Between

1988 and 1990, the percentage of first-generation students who aspired to earn a

bachelor’s degree declined from 42 to 29 percent. (pp. 10 - 12)

Next, a disadvantage among students persisted with regard to academic
preparation. Torrez (2004) studied high school seniors at three different high schools in
Southern California. Torrez reported an achievement gap with regard to adequate
academic preparation for college entrance requirements:

Though non-Hispanic White students were in the minority at these schools, about

one-half of the seniors met eligibility for the California State University (CSU)

system, whereas only one-third of the Latinos met the CSU eligibility....Another
finding was that many parents were under the impression that their children were
prepared for college, when, in fact, their children were placed in a high school
curriculum that did not meet the prerequisites required for entrance into

California’s four-year colleges. (p. 56)

Furthermore, Horn et al. (2000) found that the frequency of discussions about
college entrance exams varied with parents’ education. Findings reported by Horn et al.
showed that first-generation students reported having discussions with their parents about
preparing for entrance exams less often than their counterparts whose parents graduated
from college:

For example, among college-qualified students, about one-third of first-generation

students reported that they never discussed entrance exam preparation with their

parents, compared with one-quarter of students whose parents had some college

and one-fifth of students whose parents had college degrees. (p. 39)

Similarly, with regard to discussions about the application process between students and

their parents, Horn et al. reported the following findings:
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A majority (61 percent) of students whose parents were college graduates
indicated that they often discussed applying to college with their parents,
compared with 47 percent of those whose parents had some college and 42
percent of first-generation students. (p. 41)

Moreover, college enrollment rates varied with parents’ educational attainment
(Choy, 2001). Using three national data sets conducted by the National Center for
Education Statistics: 1) the National Education Longitudinal Study; 2) the Beginning
Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study; and 3) the Baccalaureate and Beyond
Longitudinal Study, Choy studied middle school, high school, and college students whose
parents did not go to college in relation to postsecondary access, persistence, and
attainment. With regard to college enrollment rates, Choy reported findings showing that
the likelihood of enrolling in postsecondary education is strongly related to parents’
education:

In 1999, 82 percent of students whose parents held a bachelor’s degree or higher

enrolled in college immediately after finishing high school. The rates were much

lower for those whose parents had completed high school but not college (54

percent) and even lower for those whose parents had less than a high school

diploma (36 percent). (p. xviii)

College enrollment rates and the diversity of students attending postsecondary
education reflect the accessibility of higher education. If access is measured by the
number of students enrolled in college, then access is growing. Using data from the
National Center for Education Statistics, Oblinger (2003) reported that college enrollment
has increased in the last thirty years, from 7.4 million students in 1970 to 12.7 million
students in 1999. Not only is college attendance increasing in the twenty-first century, but

the growing demographic diversity of the undergraduate student body in American

postsecondary education has been well documented. Using U.S. Census Bureau data and
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population projections, Carnevale and Fry (2000) projected that “between 1995 and 2015,
the number of undergraduates will grow by 19 percent — from 13.4 million to about 16
million” (p. 18). Contributing to this rise will be the arrival of students born between
1982 and 1996, returning adults, and persistent enrollments of foreign students. Linked to
increases to college enrollment, Carnevale et al. reported the following findings which
reflect a more racially and ethnically diverse mix of students:

Our analysis reveals that 80 percent of the 2.6 million students by 2015 will be

minorities — African American, Hispanic, and Asian/Pacific Islander. Minority

enrollment will rise in both absolute number of students — up about 2 million —
and in percentage terms, up from 29.4 percent of undergraduate enrollment to

37.2 percent. (p. 10)

First, based upon a National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, the profile of U.S.
undergraduates enrolled in higher education is changing with increases in female,
minority, and non-traditional student representation (Horn, Peter, Rooney, & Malizio,
2002; King, 2002). As described by Oblinger (2003), non-traditional students are defined
as having one or more of the following characteristics:

Delayed enrollment, did not enter postsecondary education in the same year that

he or she graduated from high school; Attend part-time, for all or part of the

academic year; Work full-time, thirty-five hours or more, while enrolled; Are
financially independent, as defined by financial aid; Have dependents, other than

a spouse, including children or others; Are single parents, having one or more

dependent children; Lack a high school diploma. (p. 38)

Second, using results from the NCES Beginning Postsecondary Student
Longitudinal Study, Choy (2001) reported that in 1995-96, 34 percent of students
entering 4-year institutions and 53 percent of students starting at 2-year colleges were

first-generation students where neither parent had more than a high school education.

Finally, more recent data from the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics
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(2006) illustrated similar trends related to college access among high school students. On
a monthly basis, the federal government collects information on school enrollment
through a nationwide survey, the Current Population Survey. Analyzing a series of data
dating back to 1959, the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (2006)
released findings which revealed a historical high college enrollment rate for 2005 high
school graduates:

Of the 2.7 million youth who graduated from high school between October 2004

and October 2005, 1.8 million (68.6 percent) were attending college in October

2005. About two-thirds of the 2005 high school graduates enrolled in college
attended 4-year institutions. (p. 1)

As described by Oblinger (2003), the new group of high school students entering higher
education, the Millennial generation, exhibit different characteristics than students from
previous generations:

Millennials gravitate toward group activity; identify with their parents’ values and

feel close to their parents; spend more time doing homework and housework and

less time watching TV; believe ‘it’s cool to be smart’; are fascinated by new
technologies; and are racially and ethnically diverse; and often (one in five) have

at least one immigrant parent. (p. 38)

Educational institutions are called on to educate an increasing number of diverse
students. As the diversity of the K-12 and college undergraduate population broadens, it
is important that researchers, policymakers, educators, and administrators continue to
gain an understanding of different influences on college expectations and preparations
among different groups of students. With regard to students’ transition to college, it is
important for college-bound students to take the necessary preparation steps, complete

appropriate K-12 coursework, participate in activities, and utilize resources which will

adequately prepare them both academically and socially for a college environment. In
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order to facilitate a successful path to college for students, establish policies, allocate
resources, and provide support services, researchers, policymakers, educators, and
administrators must understand today’s high school students and their parents in relation

to how they approach and prepare for access to college.

Statement of the Problem

Based on the literature review, the problem addressed in this study is that
researchers, policymakers, educators, and administrators have limited information
concerning the relative importance of various influences on college aspirations among a
new generation of students, the Net Generation/Millennials. As defined by Oblinger and
Oblinger (2005), Net Generation/Millennials were born between 1982 and 1992 and are
now entering colleges and universities. As described in greater detail in Chapter 2,
“Overall Weaknesses of the Literature,” and with regard to the new generation of
students, current information appears to be limited in at least three ways: 1) the
postsecondary planning activities of tenth grade first-generation college-bound students;
2) the various influences on college aspirations among students who attend suburban high
schools; and 3) how differences among students’ access to and use of the computer for

learning may be associated with students’ college aspirations.

Purpose of the Study

To address these limitations in the literature, the purpose of this study was to

examine the relationships between first-generation college-bound students’ stated



intentions to attend a 4-year college or university directly after high school and the
engagement factors of students, their parents, and their peers. Specifically, tenth grade
students from families in which no parent or guardian earned a baccalaureate degree were
the focus of this study. These students were defined as first-generation college-bound

students.

Definition of Engagement Factors

The engagement factors consisted of three distinct categories: 1) student; 2)
parent; and 3) peer. Within each engagement factor category, independent variables were
identified. The independent variables were measured by each participant’s responses to
specific questions from the NCES Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002)
Base Year Student Questionnaire and the NCES ELS:2002 Base Year Parent
Questionnaire.

For purposes of this study, the following definitions were used to define the

engagement factors of students, their parents, and their peers.

Student Engagement Factors

As presented in Table 1, student engagement factors were defined by sixteen

independent, or predictor, variables.
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Table 1:  Independent Variables Associated with Student Engagement Factors

Student Engagement Factors

Socioeconomic status

Standardized math and reading composite test score

Participation in extra-curricular school activities

Use of a computer for learning

Use of resources for college entrance requirements

Preliminary Scholastic Assessment Test / Preliminary American College Test
(PSAT/PACT) plans in grade 10

Preliminary Scholastic Assessment Test / Preliminary American College Test
(PSAT/PACT) plans in grade 11

Preliminary Scholastic Assessment Test/ Preliminary American College Test
(PSAT/PACT) plans in grade 12

Scholastic Assessment Test / American College Test (SAT/ACT) plans in
grade 10

Scholastic Assessment Test / American College Test (SAT/ACT) plans in
grade 11

Scholastic Assessment Test / American College Test (SAT/ACT) plans in
grade 12

Advanced Placement (AP) Test plans in grade 10

Advanced Placement (AP) Test plans in grade 11

Advanced Placement (AP) Test plans in grade 12

Participation in an Advanced Placement (AP) program

Participation in a college preparation program

Parent Engagement Factors

As presented in Table 2, parent engagement factors were defined by five

independent, or predictor, variables.

Table 2: Independent Variables Associated with Parent Engagement Factors

Parent Engagement Factors

Checking of school work

Offering advice about academics

Financial savings for the tenth grade child’s postsecondary education

Educational aspirations for the tenth grade child: attend some college/no 4-year
degree

Educational aspirations for the tenth grade child: graduate from college with a
BA/BS degree or higher




Peer Engagement Factor

As listed in Table 3, the peer engagement factor was defined by one independent,

or predictor, variable.

Table 3: Independent Variable Associated with the Peer Engagement Factor

Peer Engagement Factor

Importance of schooling among friends

Statement of the Hypothesis

The research hypothesis in this study was: There is a relationship between first-
generation college-bound students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or
university directly after high school and the engagement factors of students, their parents,

and their peers.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study was based upon Urie Bronfenbrenner’s
‘Ecological System Theory’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which offers a perspective for
research in human development. The focus of this theory is a child’s development within
the context of relationships and experiences that form and influence a child’s
environment. To understand the way a child develops from childhood to adulthood,
Bronfenbrenner believes that it is necessary to observe the child’s behavior in natural
settings. The child’s environment encompasses a broad range of factors, including family,
economic, community, social, and political structures. As presented in Figure 1,

Bronfenbrenner’s structure of the environment, or ecological context, consists of four
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nested systems within an immediate internal and larger external environment: 1)

microsystem; 2) mesosystem; 3) exosystem; and 4) macrosystem.

Figure 1: Bronfenbrenner’s Structure of the Environment

Macrosystem

Exosystem

Mesosystem

Each of the four systems within the environment has a rippling effect on and
interconnectedness toward a child’s development, from childhood to adulthood. To
conceptualize this rippling effect, one may wish to consider and visualize the effects of a
rock being thrown into a pond.

The four systems, or layers, within Bronfenbrenner’s ‘Ecological System Theory’
were used as a foundational base to select the independent and confounding variables in
this study. First, the microsystem is the innermost system. Bronfenbrenner (1979) defined

the microsystem, the first layer within the ecological context, as “a pattern of activities,
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roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the developing person in a given setting
with particular physical and material characteristics” (p. 22). For purposes of this study,
the microsystem represented connections primarily associated with a family. The
microsystem, defined and measured by six independent variables, provided in Table 4,

includes one student engagement factor and five parent engagement factors.

Table 4: Independent Variables Associated with the Microsystem

Type of Engagement Independent Variable

Factor

Student Standardized math and reading composite test score

Parent Checking of school work

Parent Offering advice about academics

Parent Financial savings for the tenth grade child’s postsecondary
education

Parent Educational aspirations for the tenth grade child: attend some
college/no 4-year degree

Parent Educational aspirations for the tenth grade child: graduate

from college with a BA/BS degree or higher

The mesosystem signifies broader associations and community interactions.
Bronfenbrenner (1979) defined the mesosystem, the second layer within the ecological
context, as “the interactions among two or more settings in which the developing person
actively participates” (p. 25). For purposes of this study, the focal points of the variables
selected to represent the mesosystem were students’ peer relationships and students’
active participation in social and academic networks with either formal or informal
communications. The mesosystem, defined and measured by thirteen independent
variables, provided in Table 5, includes one peer engagement factor and twelve student

engagement factors.
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Table 5: Independent Variables Associated with the Mesosystem

Type of Engagement  Independent Variable

Factor

Peer Importance of schooling among friends
Student Use of resources for college entrance requirements
Student PSAT/PACT plans in grade 10

Student PSAT/PACT plans in grade 11

Student PSAT/PACT plans in grade 12

Student SAT/ACT plans in grade 10

Student SAT/ACT plans in grade 11

Student SAT/ACT plans in grade 12

Student AP Test plans in grade 10

Student AP Test plans in grade 11

Student AP Test plans in grade 12

Student Participation in an AP program

Student Participation in a college preparation program

The third layer, exosystem, is concerned about external influences on a child’s
development. Bronfenbrenner (1979) defined the exosystem, the third layer within the
ecological context, as “one or more settings that do not involve the developing person as
an active participant, but in which events occur that affect, or are affected by, what
happens in the setting containing the developing person” (p. 25). Bronfenbrenner
identified the television as part of the child’s exosystem and believed it represented a
second-order effect. Because this study will be conducted in the 21st century, or
information society where the computer and Internet is a medium of economic, academic,
and social transactions, the influence of the computer will replace the television set. For
purposes of this study, the exosystem was defined by one independent variable which
measured the students’ use of a computer medium, an external source. The variable

associated with the exosystem is listed in Table 6.
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Table 6: Independent Variable Associated with the Exosystem

Type of Engagement  Independent Variable
Factor

Student Use of a computer for learning

Finally, the macrosytem, or outermost layer, symbolizes larger cultural contexts
and elements. Bronfenbrenner (1979) defined the macrosystem, the fourth layer within
the ecological context, as “consistencies, in the form and content of lower-order systems
(micro-, meso-, and exo-) that exist, or could exist at the level of subculture or culture as
a whole, along with any belief system or ideology underlying such consistencies” (p. 26).
For purposes of this study, the macrosystem represented factors associated with family
and school culture. As presented in Table 7, the macrosystem was defined and measured

by one independent variable and three confounding variables.

Table 7: Variables Associated with the Macrosystem

Type of Engagement Factor Independent or Confounding Variable
Student Socioeconomic status

Not applicable (confounding variable) Parents’ highest educational attainment
Not applicable (confounding variable) High school location

Not applicable (confounding variable) High school type

Because the researcher based the selection of the variables on an understanding of
Bronfenbrenner’s ‘Ecological System Theory’ and identified student, parent, and peer
engagement factors within each of the four systems, the theory testing stage and analysis
may offer insight with respect to college choice as a developmental process. Tenth grade
first-generation college-bound students were examined to determine whether student,
parent, and peer engagement factors contribute to their aspirations to attend a 4-year

college or university directly after high school. Accordingly, the results of the study may
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guide policy action and offer insight about student and family interactions and resources,
students’ friend associations, and students’ school and program experiences in relation to
how students develop aspirations to attend and academically prepare for a 4-year college
or university directly after high school. Other factors, such as cultural attitudes and
geographic barriers, may play additional roles in understanding educational aspirations

among various groups of students.

Research Question

The primary research question addressed in this study was: “What relationships
exist between first-generation college-bound students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year
college or university directly after high school and the engagement factors of students,
their parents, and their peers?”

In answering the primary research question, the following secondary research
questions were also answered:

1A. Among first-generation college-bound students, what relationships exist

between students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or university directly

after high school and level of parental education?

IB. If there is a nonsignificant relationship based on level of parental education,

among first-generation college-bound students, what relationships exist between

students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or university directly after

high school and the engagement factors of students, their parents, and their peers?
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1C. If there is a significant relationship based on level of parental education,
among first-generation college-bound students and for each level of parental
education, what relationships exist between students’ stated intentions to attend a
4-year college or university directly after high school and the engagement factors
of students, their parents, and their peers?
2A. Among first-generation college-bound students, what relationships exist
between students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or university directly
after high school and high school location?
2B. If there is a nonsignificant relationship based on high school location, among
first-generation college-bound students, what relationships exist between
students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or university directly after
high school and the engagement factors of students, their parents, and their peers?
2C. If there is a significant relationship based on high school location, among
first-generation college-bound students and for each high school location, what
relationships exist between students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or
university directly after high school and the engagement factors of students, their
parents, and their peers?
3A. Among first-generation college-bound students, what relationships exist
between students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or university directly
after high school and high school type?
3B. If there is a nonsignificant relationship based on high school type, among

first-generation college-bound students, what relationships exist between
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students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or university directly after
high school and the engagement factors of students, their parents, and their peers?
3C. If there is a significant relationship based on high school type, among first-
generation college-bound students and for each high school type, what
relationships exist between students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or
university directly after high school and the engagement factors of students, their

parents, and their peers?

Significance of the Study

The results of this study offers five important contributions to the current body of
literature with regard to college access among first-generation college-bound high school
sophomores. First, based on Horn’s (1997) steps required in the pipeline to higher
education, the results of the data may help provide insights about the extent to which
tenth grade students within the Millennial generation prepare for college.

Second, this study used information not only from students, but also from
students’ parents. Parental involvement was considered. The results related to parental
involvement will help researchers and policymakers explore and better understand the
extent to which parents are saving money for postsecondary education costs. As public
higher education institutions shift from being state-funded to state-assisted institutions,
the question as to who pays for higher education must be addressed (King, 2002).

Additionally, the findings will inform researchers and policymakers if there are
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relationships between first-generation college-bound students’ stated college intentions
and home and parental interactions

Third, this study explored the college expectations of the students’ friends and the
students’ use of school resources. The results of this study will help researchers and
policymakers understand possible peer influences. Additionally, the findings will help
educators and policymakers evaluate college preparation programs and activities which
may foster postsecondary aspirations and facilitate students’ transition from high school
to postsecondary education.

Fourth, this study investigated the relationship of high school type and high
school location. The results of this study may prompt discussions at schools regarding
policy issues and student opportunities. School resources, extra-curricular activities,
communication between students and educators, and connections between K-12 and
postsecondary education systems may be the focal points of these discussions.

Finally, items related to computer usage were included in this study. The results
of this study will contribute to the understanding of the relationship between first-
generation college-bound students’ stated intentions to attend college directly after high

school and their use of a computer for learning.

Definition of Terms

For purposes of this study, the following definitions were used within the research

question and methodology guiding the research:
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Base Year: Base-year was defined as spring term 2002 when high school
sophomores were surveyed and assessed in a national sample of high schools with tenth
graders. At this time, their parents, teachers, principals, and librarians were also surveyed
(Ingels, Pratt, Rogers, Siegel, Stutts, & Owings, 2004).

BY: BY was an acronym used to reference the year the data were collected.
Variables names beginning with a “BY”” were collected in the Base Year (2002) (Ingels,
et al. 2004).

BYP: BYP was an acronym used to reference the survey instrument. BYP
represented Base Year Parent. Variable names which begin with a “BYP” came from the
NCES ELS:2002 Base Year Parent Questionnaire. The acronym may be followed by a
number which represented the survey question (Ingels, et al. 2004).

BYS: BYS was an acronym used to reference the survey instrument. BY'S
represented Base Year Student. Variable names which begin with a “BYS” came from
the NCES ELS:2002 Base Year Student Questionnaire. The acronym may be followed by
a number which represented the survey question (Ingels, et al. 2004).

Composite Variable: Composite variable was defined by Ingels et al. (2004) as
“usually generated using two or more questionnaire items or from recoding of a
variable....Some are copied from another source” (p. 13). Composite variables were
taken from the NCES ELS:2002/04 Public Use Data Files and Electronic Codebook

System.
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Ecological Context: Ecological context was defined by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
four systems, or structural layers: microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and
macrosystem.

First-generation College-bound Student: A first-generation college-bound student
was defined as a tenth grade student who comes from a family where no parent or
guardian has earned a baccalaureate degree (Choy, 2001). A first-generation college-
bound student was determined by a NCES ELS:2002 composite variable which measured
the highest level of education reached by either of the student’s parents, BYPARED.

High School Location: High school location was determined by the NCES
ELS:2002 variable, BYURBAN. Ingels et al. (2004) defined high school location in the
following way: urban as “the school is in a large or mid-size central city”’; suburban as
“the school is in a large or small town or is on the urban fringe of a large or midsize city”;
and rural as “the school is in a rural area, either inside or outside a metropolitan statistical
area” (p. 40).

High School Type: High school type was determined by the NCES ELS:2002
variable, BYSCTRL. High school type was defined as either a public school or a private
school which is located in the United States with tenth grade students (Ingels et al. 2004).

Parental Level of Education: Parental level of education was determined by the
NCES ELS:2002 variable BYPARED. This variable represents the highest level of
education reached by either of the student’s parents. The information was obtained from
the NCES ELS:2002 Parent Questionnaire when available, or from the NCES ELS:2002

Student Questionnaire if missing on the parent questionnaire. One parent per student was
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asked to complete parent questionnaire. The parent was self-selected with a stated
guideline that one parent or guardian most familiar and knowledgeable about the child’s
education, school situation, and experience was to complete the survey. Parental level of
education was defined by five categories: 1) student’s parent who did not finish high
school; 2) student’s parent who graduated from high school or obtained a GED; 3)
student’s parent who attended a 2-year school/no degree; 4) student’s parent who
graduated from a 2-year school; and 5) student’s parent who attended college/no 4-year
degree (Ingels, et al. 2004).

Pipeline to College: The pipeline to college was defined by the steps Horn (1997)
described as necessary for students to make the successful transition from high school to
college: 1) having a bachelor’s degree goal; 2) being at least minimally prepared
academically to attend college; 3) taking entrance exams; 4) applying to college; and 5)
enrolling in college.

Public Use Data Files and Electronic Codebook System: Public Use Data Files
and Electronic Codebook System were defined as software that can be used by the public
without a license agreement and which contains the NCES ELS:2002 data results,
composite variables, and individual survey questions and frequencies.

Student: A student was defined as a spring-term high school sophomore, or tenth
grade student, attending a public or private targeted school.

Student’s Intent: A student’s intent was defined and measured by the student’s

self-reporting response to the following question from the NCES ELS:2002 Base Year
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Student Questionnaire (BYS57): “Do you plan to continue your education directly after

high school or at some time in the future?” (p. 19)

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study

The following limitations and delimitations were inherent in this study:

1. A limitation was the actual college attendance and college persistence patterns of
the high school students. At the time of this study, these NCES ELS:2002 data
sets were not available.

2. A limitation was the students’ academic preparations for postsecondary education,
curriculum path, course-taking sequence, and high school transcript information.
At the time of this study, these NCES ELS:2002 data sets were not available.

3. A limitation was the length of time students had to complete the NCES ELS:2002
Base Year Student Questionnaire. Students were allowed 45 minutes to complete
the survey which consisted of 98 questions. Due to the time limitation, some
students may not have been able to complete the survey in its entirety.

4. In assessing potential relationships between students’ intent to attend a 4-year
college or university directly after high school and the engagement factors of
students, their parents, and their peers, any relationships that were identified
cannot be interpreted as cause-effect relationships.

5. A delimitation was that this study was limited to tenth grade students who
attended public or private schools. Consequently, students who were home

schooled were not considered for analysis in this study.



22

6. The NCES ELS:2002 is an integrated multilevel study that involves multiple
respondent populations. The respondents included students, their parents or legal
guardian, their teachers, and their schools, with data collected from the principal,
the librarian, and a facilities checklist. A delimitation was that this study was
limited to data collected from the students and their parents. Accordingly, data
collected from the Base-year School Administrator Questionnaire, Teacher
Questionnaire, Library Media Center Questionnaire, and Facilities Checklist were

not included in this study.

Research Structure

Data collected by the Research Triangle Institute (RTI), a not-for-profit
university-affiliated research organization, for the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002
(ELS:2002) were used in this study. The ELS:2002 was sponsored by the National Center
for Education Statistics (NCES) of the Institute of Educational Sciences, U.S. Department
of Education. The population for this study was tenth grade students in 2002. The NCES
ELS:2002 is a nationally representative sample of that population, or 15,362 tenth graders
in 2002. This sample represented 3.6 million tenth grade students attending one of 752
targeted schools. The targeted schools represented 27,000 schools that contained 10th
grade and were located in the United States (Ingels et al. 2004).

In this study, one dependent variable, or outcome measure, was analyzed. The

dependent variable was a measure based upon students’ self-reported intentions to attend
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a 4-year college or university directly after high school. The dependent variable was
dichotomous (0=No; 1=Yes).
The independent variables in this study were classified by student, parent, and
peer engagement factors. Based upon the classification of engagement factor, illustrated

in Table 8, this study included twenty-two independent variables.

Table 8: Independent Variables Listed by Engagement Factor

Type of Engagement Independent Variable
Factor

Student Socioeconomic status
Standardized math and reading composite test score
Participation in extra-curricular school activities
Use of a computer for learning
Use of resources for college entrance requirements
PSAT/PACT plans in grade 10
PSAT/PACT plans in grade 11
PSAST/PACT plans in grade 12
SAT/ACT plans in grade 10
SAT/ACT plans in grade 11
SAT/ACT plans in grade 12
AP Test plans in grade 10
AP Test plans in grade 11
AP Test plans in grade 12
Participation in an AP program
Participation in a college preparation program

Parent Checking of school work
Offering advice about academics
Financial savings for the tenth grade child’s postsecondary
education
Educational aspirations for the tenth grade child: attend
some college/no 4-year degree
Educational aspirations for the tenth grade child: graduate
from college with a BA/BS degree or higher

Peer Importance of schooling among friends

Additionally, three other independent variables were used during the exploratory

data analysis, or Chi-square test of independence: 1) parents’ highest educational
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attainment; 2) high school location; and 3) high school type. While this study included
three broad areas of engagement factors: 1) student engagement; 2) parent engagement;
and 3) peer engagement, each independent variable was classified with one of the layers
of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological context: 1) microsystem; 2) mesosystem; 3) exosystem;
and 4) macrosystem.

In addition to the dependent variable and independent variables, three
confounding variables were used in the data analysis. While these variables were
independent variables during the exploratory data analysis, they were confounding
variables during the logistic regression analysis: 1) parents’ highest educational
attainment; 2) high school location; and 3) high school type. The confounding variables
were classified with the fourth layer, macrosystem, of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
context.

As an exploratory data analysis, a Chi-square test of independence was conducted
to test the relationships between first-generation college-bound students’ stated intentions
to attend a 4-year college or university directly after high school and the level of parental
education. Correspondingly, this same exploratory analysis was used with the following
independent variables: 1) high school location; and 3) high school type. The level of
significance was set at o = 0.05.

A goal, or outcome, of logistic regression is to predict the outcome of a
dichotomous dependent variable with the use of continuous and/or categorical
independent variables. Logistic regression calculates changes in the log odds of the

dependent variable and estimates the probability of a certain event occurring (Menard,
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2002; Pampel, 2000). Finally, because the dependent variable, or outcome measure, in
this study was dichotomous (0=No, 1=Yes), logistic regression models were constructed
to test the relationship with each of the independent variables. To determine if the
independent variables may be interrelated, a logistic regression model developed from a
backward stepwise regression analysis was used to illustrate relationships between first-
generation college-bound students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or
university directly after high school and the engagement factors of students, their parents,
and their peers. Associations between the independent variables and the dependent
variable were tested by calculating the Wald statistic which has an asymptotic Chi-square
distribution (Pampel, 2000). The level of significance was set at a = 0.05. First, the full
model included all of the independent variables. If the p-value for an individual
independent variable was greater than 0.05, then that variable was eliminated, and the
next model included all variables except the one eliminated. After fitting the first model
with all independent variables and eliminating the variable with the greatest p-value, this
process was repeated, until only those variables that were significant (p-values were less
than 0.05) were included in the model. With this process, the researcher eliminated one
variable at time; throughout the backward stepwise logistic regression process, the

variable which was eliminated had the greatest p-value.

Chapter Summary

In this chapter, the problem statement, purpose of, and theoretical framework for

this study were discussed. The primary research question and three secondary research
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questions were presented. Additionally, the research structure was introduced, definitions
given, and important delimitations and limitations acknowledged. In the remaining
chapters of this study, a review of literature relevant to the present study is presented in
Chapter 2, and a detailed explanation of the research and statistical methodology is
provided in Chapter 3. The results of the study are presented in Chapter 4, followed by
Chapter 5 which offers conclusions drawn from the results of the study and

recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Introduction

In this chapter, the synthesis and evaluation of the literature pertinent to this study
is presented. The synthesis of the literature includes the criteria for selecting the
literature, followed by a statement of the problem and purpose of the study, a review of
previous research, findings, and opinions, and other themes important to this study. A
review of the methodologies used in other studies concludes the synthesis of the
literature. The literature is evaluated in terms of overall weaknesses and strengths, and
gaps and saturation points are discussed. Proposed avenues for future inquiry conclude

the evaluation of the literature.

Svynthesis of the Literature

Criteria for Selecting the Literature

The primary criterion for the selection of articles in the literature was that the
article title or abstract must have indicated specificity to: 1) postsecondary educational
aspirations of high school students; 2) college preparation; 3) parental, school, or
community resources related to postsecondary educational aspirations of high school
students; or 4) profile of first-generation, at-risk, and undergraduate college students.

In addressing the primary criteria above, secondary criteria for the selection of

articles in the literature were also applied to the computer searches of online
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bibliographic databases. With the exception of three conference papers, the secondary
criteria were: 1) the research study came from a primary source, referring directly to the
investigation by the author who researched the project; and 2) the sources for the articles
selected came from either a referred journal or from the National Center for Education
Statistics website. Accordingly, studies from secondary sources, dissertations, conference

papers, or articles from nonrefereed journals were not included in the literature review.

Statement of the Problem and Purpose of the Study

Based on the literature review, the problem addressed in this study is that
researchers, policymakers, educators, and administrators have limited information
concerning the relative importance of various influences on college aspirations among a
new generation of students, the Net Generation/Millennials. As defined by Oblinger and
Oblinger (2005), Net Generation/Millennials were born between 1982 and 1992 and are
now entering colleges and universities. As described in greater detail in Chapter 2,
“Overall Weaknesses of the Literature,” and with regard to the new generation of
students, current information appears to be limited in at least three ways: 1) the
postsecondary planning activities of tenth grade first-generation college-bound students;
2) the various influences on college aspirations among students who attend suburban high
schools; and 3) how differences among students’ access to and use of the computer for
learning may be associated with students’ college aspirations.

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between first-
generation college-bound students’ stated intentions to attend a 4-year college or

university directly after high school and the engagement factors of students, their parents,
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and their peers. Specifically, tenth grade students from families in which no parent or
guardian earned a baccalaureate degree were the focus of this study. These students were

defined as first-generation college-bound students.

Review of Previous Research. Findings. and Opinions

Profile of First-generation Students. First-generation college students have been

defined in slightly different ways by researchers. Choy (2001) defined first-generation
students as students from families in which no parent or guardian earned a baccalaureate
degree. Likewise, Pascarella, Pierson, Christopher, Wolniak, and Terenzini (2004)
defined first-generation college students as students from families in which neither parent
had more than a high-school education. Horn, Nunez, and Bobbitt (2000) defined first-
generation students as students from families in which both parents have no more than a
high school education. Similarly, Gibbons and Shoffner (2004) defined first-generation
students as students whose parents did not attend college. Despite the differences in
definitions, research on first-generation students has helped the researcher identify
several unique characteristics of this population.

Well-documented characteristics among first-generation students included the
following: 1) tend to come from families with lower incomes; 2) tend to have lower
levels of engagement in high school; and 3) tend to have lower scores on standardized
assessment measures (Pike & Kuh, 2005; Ishitani, 2005; Gibbons et al. 2004).
Additionally, using data from the NCES National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988,

With regard to race, income, and family structure, Horn et al. (2000) reported particular
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demographic characteristics of first-generation high school students that distinguished
them from other students:

Just over one-quarter (27 percent) of 1992 high school graduates were identified

as ‘first generation’ students....For example, compared with students whose

parents were either college graduates or had some college education, first-
generation students were more likely to be Hispanic....First-generation students
were also more likely than students whose parents were college graduates (but not
more likely than those whose parents had some college) to be black, non-Hispanic

...and to be female....Family characteristics of first-generation students also

differed from those of their non-first-generation counterparts. As parents’

education role, the likelihood that students’ family income was in the lowest

income quartile declined sharply (51 percent of first-generation students, 29

percent of those whose parents had some college, and 8 percent of those whose

parts were college graduates). Similarly, as parents’ education increased, the
likelihood of being from a single-parent home also declined, from 23 percent of
first-generation students, to 16 percent of those whose parents had some college,

to 9 percent of those whose parents were college graduates. (pp. 9 - 10)

As presented in Chapter 1, when studies have compared first-generation students
to their non-first-generation peers, differences regarding college access emerged.
Findings suggested that first-generation students were less academically prepared for
college (Torrez, 2004), had lower aspirations toward postsecondary education, and had
few discussions with their parents about college entrance exams (Horn et al. 2000).
Additionally, differences were noted among college enrollment rates. Choy (2001)
reported that the “likelihood of enrolling in postsecondary education is strongly related to
parents’ education even when other factors are taken into account” (p. xx).

Research findings also indicated that first-generation students approached the
college environment differently. Pike et al. (2005) studied undergraduates from across the

nation who completed the College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ). Pike

reported the following results:
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The findings from this study indicate that on some key indicators of college
success first-generation college students do not compare favorably with their
peers from families where at least one parent graduated from college.
Specifically, first-generation college students were less engaged overall and less
likely to successfully integrate diverse college experiences; they perceived the
college environment as less supportive and reported making less progress in their
learning and intellectual development. Most of these differences, however, were

due to educational aspirations and where students lived when attending college.
(p. 289)

Correspondingly, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) reported that first-generation college
students are more inclined to work more hours on campus and less likely to live on
campus, develop relationships with faculty members, establish strong relationships with
other students, and become involved in campus activities.

In summary, the findings illustrated particular characteristics of first-generation
students. The results suggested that these characteristics are different from other college
students, which consequently led to differences in how students prepared for college,
both socially and academically, and how individuals had connected with college life.

Profile of At-risk Students. Researchers have defined at-risk youth as students

who have an increased probability of school failure and dropping out of school early
(Croninger & Lee, 2001; Kaufman & Bradby, 1992; Horn, Chen & Adelman, 1998).
Additionally, researchers have identified general family background and school
experiences which increased the odds of dropping out of school. Horn et al. (1998)
identified the following risk factors associated with 8th grade students:
[1] Lowest socioeconomic quartile; [2] Single-parent family; [3] Older sibling
dropped out of high school; [4] Changed schools two or more times from 1st to

8th grade; [5] Average grades of C’s or lower from 6th to 8th grade; [6] Repeated
an earlier grade from Ist to 8th grade. (p. 3)
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Horn’s et al. identification of risk factors included both demographic and school-related
issues.

By focusing on social-risk and academic-risk in separate categories, Croninger et
al. (2001) portrayed at-risk youth in a slightly different manner. Using the NCES
National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, Croninger et al. (2001) examined the
relationship between social-risk and academic-risk and the probability that students drop
out of high school. Their study targeted a cohort of adolescents who attended high school
between 1990 and 1992. Croninger et al. defined at-risk youth as a student who fell into
one or more of the following five social-risk groupings:

(a) live in household where family income is at or below the 1988 poverty

threshold; (b) belong to a language-minority group; (c) belong to a disadvantaged-

minority group (i.e., Black, Hispanic, or American Indian); (d) live in a single-

parent household; or (e) have a mother who failed to complete high school (or a

father in the case of a male-headed, single-parent household.) (p. 556)

The second form of risk, academic-risk status, referred to school-related problems.
Croninger et al. defined at-risk youth as a student who experienced one or more of the
following difficulties before high school:

(a) grade-point average of less than a C during middle-school years; (b) held back

between the 2nd and 8th grades; (¢) no expectation of education beyond high

school; (d) sent to the office more than once during the 1st semester of their 8th-
grade year; or (e) parents notified more than once about school-related problems

during the same time period. (p. 557)

While conceptualizing risk both demographically with social-risk and behaviorally with

academic-risk, Croninger et al. reported these results:
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Forty-four percent of students in the sample possessed one or more of these
social-risk factors....Slightly more than one-third of students in the sample
possess one or more of these academic-risk factors. Nearly half of the students in
our sample who are socially at risk enter high school also academically at risk.
(pp. 556-557)

Croninger et al. reported that both socially and academically at-risk students are more

likely to drop out of high school than students without these characteristics:
Academic risk increases the probability of dropping out, as shown by the
differences in constants (-1.70 v. -3.43). Although both log odds are negative
(students are more likely to graduate than not), the log odds, as represented by the
constants, are greater for students with academic risk than students without
academic risk (the value is closer to 0)....Beyond academic risk, social risk also
contributes to dropping out. For both students with and without academic risk, a
single social-risk factor increases the log odds of dropping out (.72 and .65,
respectively)....Although accumulation of social-risk factors accentuates the

probability of dropping out, it does so only for those students who begin high
school without any academic-related problems. (pp. 563-564)

As aresult of these findings, Croninger et al. suggested that at-risk students fail to
complete high school for non-academic reasons. As such, students from socially
disadvantaged backgrounds experience negative consequences associated with poverty,
low educational attainment by parents, minority status, or family composition.

The risk factors associated with at-risk college students are slightly different from
the risk factors associated with at-risk youth. Horn, Premo, and Malizio (1995)
characterized students by a series of risk attributes associated with college enrollment
patterns, financial and family status, or high school graduate status: 1) delayed
postsecondary enrollment by one or more years; 2) enrolled part time; 3) was financially
independent; 4) had children or dependents; 5) was a single parent; 6) worked full time
while enrolled; and 7) obtained a GED or was a high school dropout. These risk factors

are interrelated with attributes that characterized a diverse college student population.
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Additionally, based on results from studies with regard to persistence in
postsecondary education, the risk factors identified by Horn et al. (1995) were determined
to be related to college persistence and degree attainment. Horn et al. (2002) reported that
as the number of risk factors increased, educational attainment decreased. Horn (p. 33)
stated that: “at least half or more of 1999-2000 students with three or more risk factors
could be in danger of leaving postsecondary education without a degree or credential.”
Also, using data from the NCES Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study
of 1996-2001 (BPS:96/01), Berkner, He, and Cataldi (2002) studied a sample of
approximately 3 million undergraduates who entered postsecondary education for the
first time during the 1995-96 academic year. With a focus on college persistence and
degree attainment, Berkner et al. reported that traditional students with no risk factors had
higher bachelor’s degree completion rates than nontraditional students who started
college with one or more risk factor.
Recent high school graduates who went to college immediately were more likely
to complete a bachelor’s degree in six years than the beginners who had delayed
entry (67 percent vs. 37 percent). The six-year completion rate for traditional
students who started college with no persistence risk factors was 71 percent,
compared with 49 percent for those who had one risk factor and 21 percent for
those who had two or more risk factors. Moreover, students with no persistence
risk factors were more likely to complete a bachelor’s degree in four years than
they were to finish in more than four years (42 percent vs. 28 percent); however,
among those with one risk factor, no difference could be detected between the
percentage who took more than four years to finish and the percent who finished
in four years (24-25 percent).
In addition to findings with regard to persistence risk factors related to enrollment

patterns, income group, and demographic characteristics, Berkner et al. also described the

profile of students who had high college completion rates in other ways. Students who
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entered college with good academic preparation completed a bachelor’s degree in four
years. Berkner et al. defined good academic preparation as students who obtained a SAT
score in the highest quartile among college freshman and who had taken two or more AP
tests.

In summary, the findings presented numerous factors associated with both at-risk
youth and at-risk college students. The results suggested that for both groups of at-risk
students, one critical component is the threat of leaving either high school or college
early.

Students’ Educational Aspirations. In the last two decades of the twentieth

century, a dramatic transformation occurred in high schools. This transformation is
reflected in students’ aspirations toward postsecondary education. Several studies have
reported this change. First, using data from the U.S. Department of Education, Roderick
(2006) reported the following statistics:

Nationally, the percentage of tenth-graders who stated that they hoped to obtain a
bachelor’s degree or higher doubled, from 40 percent in 1980 to 80 percent in
2002.These rising aspirations were shared across racial and ethnic groups, with
the largest increase occurring among low-income students. (p. 3)

Then, Roderick studied minority and low-income public high school students in the
Chicago urban school system and found a rise in educational aspirations of students at
virtually all achievement levels:

Over 90 percent of juniors stated that they hoped to attend a four-year college.
The reasons students gave for wanting to go college suggested that they saw it as
an essential pathway to their future. Students emphasized the perceived economic
utility of a college degree. They talked about the realities of the labor market, the
more immediate experiences of their parents and family, and the need for a
college education to repay their parents’ sacrifices. (p. 5)
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These trends are also reflected in an integrated qualitative and quantitative
methods research study by Wimberly and Noeth (2005) which included eighth-, ninth-,
and tenth-grade students from a broad array of urban and suburban schools with diverse
social and economic backgrounds, including low-income, minority, middle and upper-
middle class communities. Wimberly et al. reported these survey results:

Middle and early high school students reported high educational expectations.

Survey findings show that as early as eighth grade nearly all students planned to

pursue postsecondary education or training. Over three-quarters (77%) of students
indicated that they planned to enter a four-year college or university. (p. 9)

In focus 