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ABSTRACT 
 

The purpose of this study is to assist state, district, and high school educational leadership in 

understanding the influences of the Idaho high school students’ postsecondary decision-making. 

The literature review established five categories that influence students’ postsecondary decision-

making: postsecondary and career awareness, postsecondary and career admissions process, 

academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers, postsecondary monetary cost, and 

social capital influence for postsecondary education. The theoretical framework for the study 

was the work of Perna’s proposed conceptual model of students’ college choice. Descriptive 

quantitative research methods were used to survey 566 high school seniors from south western 

Idaho during their fall 2014 semester. Participants selected social capital influence for 

postsecondary education as the greatest influence on their college decision-making. Correlations 

were run to find if any relationship existed between students’ postsecondary plans and income, 

counseling services, and parental educational level. All three categories demonstrated statistical 

significance, however, none achieved practical significance. Participant responses pertaining to 

counseling services indicated that many students were not satisfied or were unsure about the 

services their school counselor provided. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

In 2009, President Obama addressed members of a joint session of Congress where he 

challenged the American public to increase their educational investments in themselves (The 

White House, 2009). President Obama recommended that Americans increase their knowledge 

and training beyond a high school diploma through accessing professional technical training 

programs, community college courses, or two- and four-year institutions, for at least one year in 

order to better their lives. The President’s challenge came in response the United States 

continuing to fall behind other nations in the rankings of percentage of college-educated 

individuals between ages 25 and 34 (Schneider, 2009). In 2012, three years after the challenge 

was given, only 38% of Americans between ages 25 and 34 had completed a two- or four-year 

postsecondary degree (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Developing Countries, 

2012).  

The National Center for Education Statistics (2012a), defines the immediate college 

enrollment rate as the percentage of high school students who have graduated from high school 

and enrolled in two- or four-year colleges the fall immediately after graduating. The immediate 

college enrollment rates improved between 1975 and 2012 (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2012a). In 1975, about 18% of students who graduated from high school enrolled at a 

two-year college; while in 2011, 26% of high school graduates enrolled in a two-year college. 

Likewise, in 1975, approximately 33% of high school graduates enrolled at a four-year college, 

compared with 42% in 2011 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012a). Student 

enrollment in postsecondary institutions has increased through the years, but not at the rate 
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needed to meet the growing demands of the international workforce market (National Governors 

Association Center, 2010). 

The Idaho State Board of Education (ISBE) reported for the 2010-2011 student cohort 

that 40% of Idaho high school seniors enrolled in a postsecondary institution the fall immediately 

following graduation (Idaho State Board of Education, 2011a). The ISBE also reported that 46% 

of the high school seniors enrolled in a postsecondary institution at some point during the first 

year after high school. This includes two- and four-year institutions along with programs leading 

to professional certificates which usually take less than two years to complete. Fifty-four percent 

of high school seniors did not enroll in any postsecondary program at any time during their first 

year after graduation.  

In July 2011, the J.A. and Kathryn Albertson Foundation projected that by the year 2018, 

61% of jobs (503,000) in Idaho will require postsecondary education. It was also projected that 

at the national level, 63% of all jobs will require postsecondary education. Currently, only 34% 

of Idaho’s population above the age of 18 has a postsecondary credential or degree. The 

Albertson Foundation claims between 2008 and 2018 new Idaho jobs requiring postsecondary 

education will grow by 65,000, while the number of jobs for high school graduates and dropouts 

will grow by only approximately 33,000 (Albertson Foundation, 2011). 

At the national level, the National Center for Education Statistics (2013) recognized that 

over time, two- and four-year college enrollment rates of high school graduates continue to 

improve. Nationally, student enrollment increased by 37% from 2000 to 2010. For full-time 

students, the increase was 45% and for part-time students it was 26%. Research supports the 

need for increasing the number of students who are prepared for college and careers because the 

lack of trained and educated workers in the United States is having an impact on the national and 
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state economies (Boser & Burd, 2009; Cummings et al., 2004; National Governors Association 

Center, 2010). In order to meet the workforce demand in 2018, an additional three million 

students who have obtained a certificate or degree beyond a high school diploma will be needed 

(National Governors Association Center, 2010). 

According to the Idaho Department of Labor (2014b), employers are concerned with their 

ability to find qualified, skilled workers to meet the demands for their companies to be 

productive and successful. The lack of qualified employees has been identified as a skills gap by 

the Idaho Department of Labor. When discrepancies between a potential employee’s skill levels 

and the prospective employer’s skill needs are identified, the employer is forced to decide 

whether to train the low skilled applicant or continue to look, hoping to find those with needed 

skill levels. In order to decrease the skills gap, individuals almost always need to obtain some 

type of postsecondary education or training such as an associate’s degree, professional technical 

certificate, apprenticeship, or even a bachelor’s degree (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2012b). Examples of professional certificates or apprenticeships are certified nursing assistant, 

emergency medical technician, mason, plumber, office assistant, and phlebotomist. 

Boser and Burd (2009) noted, students in the twentieth century were able to leave high 

school with or without a diploma and still obtain employment through hard work in careers 

which were considered very acceptable for middle class. Due to an unprecedented wave of 

technological transformation in the workplace, our nation’s economy over the past two decades 

has been altered. Individuals now need a college diploma or additional postsecondary training to 

be successful in the workplace and in their lives.  

Throughout the years, researchers have studied students’ decision-making processes for 

enrolling in postsecondary institutions (Choy, 2002; Clarke, Gushue, Pantzer, & Scanlan, 2006; 
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Conklin, Dahling, & Garcia, 2012; Duffett, Johnson, & Ott, 2005; Govan, Patrick, & Yen, 2006; 

Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 2010; McKechnie, 2012; Perna, 2006; Perna, 2010; Perna & Titus, 

2005). The college decision-making process was discovered to be a complex experience for 

students in the twenty-first century and continues to grow in complexity for the current student 

(Cummings et al., 2004).  

Hossler and Gallagher (1987) developed a three-phase model to help identify the phases 

of college-choice for students. This three-phase model continues to be used by students who are 

pursuing a postsecondary education in this century. The first phase is identified as the 

predisposition phase. During this phase, students develop career and college goals as they are 

exposed to peer influences, family expectations, and their own academic successes. The 

predisposition stage usually takes place between the seventh and tenth grade. The second phase 

is identified as the search phase, during which a student begins to search for colleges which meet 

his or her areas of interests and needs, such as the availability of programs and majors, along 

with course offering times and affordability. The amount of college information a student is 

exposed to through the guidance of his or her family, affects the search phase (Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987). The search phase is often conducted between the tenth and the twelfth grades. 

The third phase is identified as the choice phase. The choice phase normally takes place during a 

student’s senior year of high school. It is a time when the student makes the choice to apply to 

various colleges and then makes a final decision as to which postsecondary institution to attend. 

The choice phase begins as early as the eleventh grade and continues through the twelfth grade 

until the student has made a final decision on which institution to attend. Understanding the 

three-phase model developed by Hossler & Gallagher (1987) is important in order to identify the 

influences which effect whether or not students pursue a postsecondary education. 
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It is imperative to understand why students are making the decision to go or not go to a 

postsecondary institution. The purpose of this study is to assist high school personnel in 

understanding the influences of the student postsecondary decision-making. The study will 

identify influences which may hinder or assist students going on to a postsecondary institution 

after high school graduation. The remaining parts of this chapter will present the statement of the 

problem with its background, research questions, description of key terms, significance of the 

study, and an overview of the research methods. 

Statement of the Problem 

 The state of Idaho has begun to emphasize the importance of all high school students 

being college and career ready (Idaho Legislature, 2012; Treasure Valley Education Partnership 

(TVED), 2013), but in 2011, even though 40% to 46% of all Idaho high school students enrolled 

in a postsecondary institution sometime during the first year after graduation, 54% to 60% of 

Idaho high school students did not go on to obtain a higher education. Idaho’s immediate college 

enrollment rate was 43% which is historically slightly below the national enrollment percentage 

by two points (Idaho State Board of Education, 2011b; National Center for Education Statistics, 

2012a). 

 In order to make sure Idaho is ready for the complexity of future employment 

opportunities, it is imperative for the state to produce more students who are completing a 

postsecondary education or training program (Albertson Foundation, 2011; Carnevale, Smith, & 

Strohl, 2010; National Governors Association Center, 2010). In order to accomplish this, it will 

be necessary to identify and address the factors which negatively influence high school students 

in their postsecondary decision-making. It is also necessary to review current practices of high 

school personnel that contribute to creating and fostering a successful postsecondary and career 
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readiness culture in order to identify what can be improved to better serve students. Based on the 

literature review, this study is unique because it offers a quantitative perspective of the data for 

high school seniors’ postsecondary decision-making. 

Background 

Cummings et al. (2004) studied the influence of the college-choice process, its history 

through the twentieth century, and how the process has evolved over the last 70 years. During the 

1920s and through the 1940s, most families did not recognize the significance and importance of 

obtaining a college degree. This was due to the fact that the economy was less developed and 

times were less sophisticated, thus requiring far fewer workers with higher education credentials. 

Before the 1950s, for every 10 students who graduated from high school, less than two students 

pursued higher education. The culture of attending college began to change during this time, 

encouraged by the veterans of World War II cashing in on the GI Bill education benefits. 

Americans everywhere began to see that college training was possible, even though few before 

them in their families had attended college. The belief in society began to shift to the idea that 

attending college was the framework to an individual’s future. It provided an individual with the 

ability to create his or her career path and it was a time for individuals to find a spouse. The 

majority of the students attending college during this era were white males from middle and high 

socioeconomic families (Cummings et al., 2004; Mondale & Patton, 2001). 

The importance of attending college began to grow significantly to the American public, 

though it had not yet been addressed through public policy (Cummings et al., 2004; Pulliam & 

Van Patten, 2013). The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, also known as the “GI Bill”, 

became the first step in addressing access to higher education through public policy on the 

national level (U.S. National Archives & Records Administration, 2014). The GI Bill was 
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established to decrease unemployment rates, increase college enrollment numbers, and provide 

greater access to a college education for veterans returning from World War II. In 1946, 

President Truman commissioned the Higher Education for American Democracy Report which 

became known as the Truman Commission Report of 1946 (Peters & Woolley, 2014). This 

report focused on eliminating barriers which kept students from higher education opportunities.  

One of the barriers was a lack of availability of postsecondary institutions such as 

community colleges. A recommendation for expanding the community college system 

throughout the country was a step in addressing access to higher education for students. The 

Truman Commission Report of 1946 resulted in the nationwide expansion of community 

colleges causing a large increase in opportunities for students to attend at least the first two years 

of college or to obtain an associate’s degree (Cummings et al., 2004; Peters & Woolley, 2014; 

Pulliam & Van Patten, 2013). 

Education at all levels was addressed during the civil rights movement through national 

legislation. In 1954, Brown v. Board of Education was one of the first steps in the process to end 

school segregation which opened opportunities for all individuals to attend higher education 

institutions (United States Courts, 2014). The Civil Rights Act of 1964 made it illegal to 

discriminate against an individual based on his or her race, ethnicity, gender, religion, or national 

origin. As a result of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, greater access to higher education institutions 

was provided for all students (United States Senate Committee, 2013).  

In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson signed into legislation the Higher Education Act 

which provided federal funding to higher education institutions, scholarships, and low-interest 

loans for students. Congress reauthorized the Higher Education Act of 1965 in 1968, 1971, 1972, 

1976, 1980, 1986, 1992, 1998, 2008 and they began the reauthorization process in 2013 when the 
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act expired (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). The reauthorization process for the Higher 

Education Act has traditionally taken Congress a few years to complete in order to reach a 

consensus for the new recommendations and financial requirements (Parke, 2013). The Higher 

Education Act of 2013 continues to be refined by an appointed committee; a committee which 

reviews the legislation and provides recommendations to Congress. As society changed, the 

aforementioned court cases and legislation influenced access to higher education institutions 

since the 1920s. The notion only the wealthy and select few were able to attend began to move to 

the idea that all students are entitled to equal access to higher education (Cummings et al., 2004; 

Pulliam & Van Patten, 2013).  

Changes in public programs, institutional practices, institutional marketing strategies, and 

student demographics influence the student college-choice process (Cummings et al., 2004; 

Pulliam & Van Patten, 2013). Due to limited communication techniques in the 1930s, 1940s and 

1950s, students and their parents were restricted in how they selected a college to attend. During 

this time, colleges used brochures, pictures, and course catalogs as their main marketing tools to 

increase student enrollment. Students tended to select a college based on reputation, facilities, 

family values, cost, and parental influence (Cummings et al., 2004; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; 

Perna, 2006). Colleges struggled during this time because there was not a system to effectively 

identify college-qualified students at the secondary level. As a result, the College Board (2013a) 

was established to develop a more congruent system to identify college-qualified students. 

Another area of challenge for colleges was the lack of school-to-college articulation strategies 

that connected high school requirements and college admission requirements. The college 

admissions process was a struggle for many students and families due to the complexity and 

inconsistency of procedures at postsecondary institutions (Cummings et al., 2004). Due to 
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changes in legislation in the 1960’s and 1970’s, open enrollment increased the number of women 

and minority students attending college (Pulliam & Van Patten, 2013). 

The College Board and the National Association for College Admission Counseling 

(NACAC) are two organizations which have influenced college access for students throughout 

the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century (Cummings et al., 2004; NACAC, 2012). 

NACAC was established in 1937 as a result of high schools seeking more information from 

colleges in order to successfully guide students to higher education opportunities (NACAC, 

2012). NACAC continues to oversee regulations for college admissions, serve as a liaison 

between colleges and high schools, and contribute information to policymakers that addresses 

issues such as college access for equity.  

The College Board (2013a) was established in 1900 for the purpose of assisting colleges 

and universities seeking quality candidates through college entrance exams. The first Scholastic 

Aptitude Test (SAT) was administered by the College Board in 1926. The SAT measured 

students’ skills and knowledge for reading, mathematics, and writing, as a way to see if students 

were prepared for college-level course work. In 1955, the SAT established the Advanced 

Placement program (AP) to academically engage high school students in college-level work 

(College Board, 2013a). The College Board continues to influence college admissions and 

academic readiness in high schools as well to work with policymakers to promote higher 

educational opportunities to all students, especially lower socioeconomic students. 

In the late 1970s and 1980s, college recruiting strategies became more aggressive in an 

effort to expand student enrollment and to reach a broader potential student base. The use of 

advertising through educational television, professional journals, billboards, commercial radio, 

television, and college representatives sent to visit high schools increased the amount of 
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information students received about the importance of attending college and the enrollment 

process (Mondale & Patton, 2001; Cummings et al., 2004). Colleges sought traditional students, 

non-traditional students, minority students, economically disadvantaged students, athletes, and 

part-time students to increase the number of individuals enrolling.  

In the 1980s and through the 1990s, the rising cost for attending college continued to be 

an area of concern due to the economic pressures and strained relationships between higher 

education institutions and the state and federal government. During these years, grant funding 

decreased but an increase in accountability measures for higher education institutions was 

established at the state and federal levels (Cummings et al., 2004). In the late 1990s and into the 

2000s, marketing strategies were expanded through the use of the Internet, computer software, 

CD-ROMs, and DVD’s. Through the use of the Internet, prospective college students and their 

families are now able to share their opinions about specific institutions in online forums. 

By the 1980s, Americans’ thinking about education in general and higher education 

specifically had shifted. Higher education was no longer seen as the bastion of the elite, but that 

all qualified individuals should have opportunity for the college experience (Cummings et al., 

2004; Pulliam & Van Patten, 2013). States began to recognize the benefits that an individual and 

a community receive when a student obtains a certificate, an associate’s degree, or a bachelor’s 

degree. Highly educated adults were seen to receive better employment opportunities, be 

unemployed for shorter amounts of time, experience fewer health issues, have a higher income, 

and have a happier life (Baum & Payea, 2004; Cummings et al., 2004; Fatima & Paulsen, 2004; 

Perna, 2006). According to the studies reviewed, there are economic benefits, such as an increase 

in competition and productivity, which leads to higher profits that affect the community, state, 

and nation where these individuals are employed (Baum & Payea, 2004; Cummings et al., 2004; 
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Fatima & Paulsen, 2004; Perna, 2006). College graduates tended to vote regularly and served in 

civic leadership positions. They were also more likely to be positive, contributing citizens to 

their communities, which helped to increase the overall effectiveness and productivity of the 

state and the nation (Baum & Payea, 2004; Cummings et al., 2004; Fatima & Paulsen, 2004; 

Perna, 2006). 

After the researcher reviewed the background literature about students’ processes 

enrolling in a postsecondary institution, the following research questions were generated to guide 

this study. 

Research Questions 

This study used descriptive quantitative research of the student postsecondary decision-

making process. In order to better understand the process and to potentially improve the number 

of Idaho students who pursue postsecondary education, this study focused on the following four 

primary questions and five subquestions: 

1. Which influences have the greatest impact on Idaho students’ decision-making for 

pursuing a postsecondary education? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

postsecondary and career awareness?  

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

postsecondary admission process? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

postsecondary monetary cost? 
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• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

social capital influences for postsecondary education? 

2. What is the relationship between socioeconomic status, as measured by parental 

income, and Idaho students’ plans for postsecondary education? 

3. What is the relationship between Idaho students’ plans for postsecondary education 

and access to high school counseling services?  

4. What is the relationship between parental educational level and Idaho student plans for 

postsecondary education? 

Description of Terms 

The researcher found through the literature review that various terms, differing terms, 

definitions, and acronyms were used when referring to students’ postsecondary decision-making 

processes. Creswell (2008) recommends that researchers use operational definitions to define the 

variables which will be used in the study. An operational definition is defined as “the 

specification of how the researcher will define and measure the variable in the study” (Creswell, 

2008, p. 160). The terms used in this study are given operational definitions as follows: 

Academically prepared. A student who has taken a rigorous college-preparatory 

curriculum and is able to demonstrate his or her knowledge and understanding through exams 

such as the SAT and the American College Testing (ACT) (ACT, 2006; Chen, Choy, Horn, & 

Nunez, 2000; Bedsworth, Colby, & Doctor, 2006). 

Career and college-going culture. When a high school’s mission and vision encourages 

students to go on to a postsecondary institution. This culture encompasses staff, such as teachers 

and counselors, who are key influencers in a student’s college decision-making process (ACT, 

2010).  
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College and career readiness. A student’s ability to acquire the needed knowledge and 

skills in order to successfully complete his or her first year of course work at a postsecondary 

institution (ACT, 2010). 

College. Two- and four-year postsecondary schools (Achieve, 2013; National Governors 

Association Center, 2010).  

College-going habitus. Whether or not a student claims to have made a cognizant 

decision to attend college (Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 2010).  

Cultural capital. The cultural knowledge of the value of college attainment through the 

influence of home, peers, and K-12 schools (Perna, 2006). 

Cross-sectional survey design. A survey designed to study current attitudes, beliefs, 

options, or practices at one point in time. This design is used in social science and educational 

research studies (Creswell, 2002). 

Fictive kin. Peers who play a social support role that helps create a culture of success. An 

example of a fictive kin group is peer counselors whose role is to assist other students in 

understanding the financial aid process and college access procedures (Tierney & Venegas, 

2006). 

Financial capital. A family’s income or wealth which allows for material resources such 

as a home, transportation, food, educational materials, security, all of which helps enhance 

learning (Coleman, 1988).  

First generation student. An individual within a family who is first to attend a 

postsecondary institution beyond high school. The family of a first generation student typically 

does not have a college-going culture established in the home (College Board, 2013b). 
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Habitus. An individual’s morals, standards, lifestyle, characteristics, and expectations 

usually influenced by a specific social group (Perna, 2006; World Book Dictionary, 2005). 

Human capital. A parent’s educational attainment and the home environment which 

fosters greater learning opportunities through the development of the student’s life (Coleman, 

1988).  

Higher education. A workforce training program, a certificate program, an associate’s 

degree, or a bachelor’s degree. Each of these requires a student to seek additional education 

and/or training beyond high school. This term can be interchanged with postsecondary education 

(ACT, 2010).  

Immediate college rate. The “percentage of high school students who [have graduated 

and] enrolled in two- or four-year [college] the fall immediately” after graduating. This rate does 

not include certificated programs considered less than a two-year degree (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2013, p. 1). 

Non-cognitive competencies. An individual’s behaviors, skills, attitudes, and strategies 

that influence the student’s ability to perform academically in high school such as academic 

behaviors, academic perseverance, academic mindsets, learning strategies, and social skills 

(ACT, 2008; Farrington et al., 2012, p. 6; TVEP, 2013). 

Non-traditional student. An individual who did not continue with his or her education 

immediately after completion of high school. Non-traditional students are also individuals who 

work more than 35 hours a week and attend college part time. These individuals may also have 

children, other dependents or can be a single parent. Individuals who were considered financially 

independent according to the financial aid criteria or individual who has obtained a General 
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Educational Diploma (GED) are also considered non-traditional students (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2002). 

Occupational information network (O*NET). The primary source of occupational 

information in the United States. The database is sponsored by the US Department of Labor 

(USDOL) and the Employment and Training Administration (ETA). The network provides 

information regarding standardized and occupation-specific descriptors for individuals, business, 

and industry to explore occupations and the required skills and education needed for specified 

careers (O*NET, 2013). 

Pell grant aid. A needs-based federal grant to low socioeconomic students who are 

pursuing a postsecondary undergraduate education. The grant does not have to be repaid like a 

student loan. The grant amount is determined by factoring in the amount of funding the student’s 

family will be able to contribute, the cost of attendance at the institution, and the student’s 

enrollment status (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). 

Postsecondary education. Attendance at a two- or four-year college, a trade school, or a 

technical school. Each one of these requires a student to seek additional education and/or training 

beyond high school. This term can be interchanged with higher education (ACT, 2010). 

Skills gap. The difference between the skills which are needed for a job and skills which 

an individual possesses (Idaho Department of Labor, 2014b). 

Social capital. The student-parent relationship which influences a student’s intellectual 

development and the student-parent-community relationship that facilitates the social community 

connections which are developed over time to assist the student with completing high school and 

going on to a postsecondary institution (Coleman, 1988; Perna, 2006).  
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Succeed. Being able to progress successfully in a chosen career program (McGaughy, 

2011). 

Unmet need. The remaining educational cost after all aid, including loans, that is 

awarded to a student. In other words, the funding which students have to produce on their own to 

meet the remaining cost for the postsecondary expenses (Educational Opportunity, 2001). 

Workforce training programs. The preparation for careers that offer competitive, 

livable salaries above the poverty line. These programs also provide opportunities for career 

advancement in a growing or sustainable industry (Achieve, 2013; National Governors 

Association Center, 2010). Workforce training programs are offered through professional 

technical programs and specialized training programs which are found in the private sector, at 

community colleges, or at two- and four-year colleges (ACT, 2010). 

Significance of the Study 

Students need to be college and career ready in order to be productive citizens in society 

after high school graduation. In the twenty-first century, it has become imperative that students 

be prepared to enroll in and attend a higher education institution in order to make the most of 

their lives culturally and economically. As a result of a postsecondary education, students will 

also contribute positively to the social and economic growth on a national level. In June 2010, 

Georgetown University, Center on Education and the Workforce released Help Wanted: 

Projections of Jobs and Education Requirements Through 2018 by Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl 

(2010). This national study projected the jobs and educational requirements which will be needed 

in the United States for the future. It was projected that by 2018, 63% of all jobs will require 

postsecondary education or training. Students without some type of postsecondary education or 
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training will have less than half of the total number of employment opportunities as those with a 

postsecondary education or training. 

It is important to review the factors hindering Idaho high school students from obtaining 

some type of postsecondary education or training. The purpose of this study is to assist state, 

district, and high school educational leadership in understanding the influences of the Idaho high 

school student's postsecondary decision-making. Data from the study will allow high school 

personnel to better serve students by helping them transition to a postsecondary institution. 

American College Testing (ACT) (2006) researched the importance of states educating all 

students with uniform academic expectations that prepared them for both a postsecondary 

education and the workforce (Boser & Burd, 2009). It was noted that the primary mission of our 

public education system is to give every student the opportunity to live a meaningful and 

productive life, which includes earning a wage sufficient to support a family of four individuals 

(ACT, 2006, p. 2). 

Overview of Research Methods 

 A quantitative descriptive design was selected to facilitate the research, using the selected 

research questions. The study was conducted during the fall 2014 semester. Participants were 

seniors from two public high schools in the Valley School District (pseudonym). One high 

school has more students from families of lower socioeconomic students which was labeled as 

High School A. The other high school has a higher percentage of middle and higher 

socioeconomic students and was labeled as High School B. 

A cross-sectional online survey was developed to address the high school postsecondary 

decision-making influences which reflect Perna’s (2006) theoretical framework for the proposed 

conceptual model of students’ college-choice. Perna’s theoretical framework is based on the 
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“human capital investment model which [found that] college-choice decisions are based on the 

comparison of the expected benefits and costs” (Perna, 2006, p. 106). The survey was validated 

by a panel of individuals who had expertise in this content area. After validation, the survey was 

piloted at the Valley School District summer school program to check for reliability and validity 

before the formal study was conducted in the fall 2014. The survey consisted of five subject 

areas which contained a variety of statements for each category generated from the literature 

review. Student demographic information was also gathered. The online survey instrument used 

a 5-point Likert scale. Students’ anonymity was guaranteed when completing the 20 minute 

survey.  

The online survey was administered to students through the software Qualtrics. Once the 

data had been collected and converted to numerical data, the data were analyzed for results using 

the software IBM SPSS. Descriptive statistics such as the mean, median, and mode for the five 

survey categories and the demographic data were computed. The Spearman’s rho was selected as 

the non-parametric test to analyze the ordinal data collected in order to determine if there was a 

correlation between the variables. The targeted level of significance was selected to be p ≤ 0.05. 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

 Throughout the 1900s and 2000s, researchers have studied students’ decision-making 

processes for going to college and selecting careers (Choy, 2002; Clarke et al., 2006; Conklin et 

al., 2012; Duffett et al., 2005; Govan et al., 2006; Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 2010; McKechnie, 

2012; Perna, 2006; Perna, 2010; Perna & Titus, 2005). Due to the increased demand for skilled 

workers, it has become vital for students to go on to a postsecondary institution to obtain a 

professional technical certificate, an associate’s degree, or a bachelor’s degree. As a result of the 

complexity of the job market, workers are encouraged to seek additional training and schooling 

to have the necessary skills to be competitive in the workforce (Boser & Burd, 2009; National 

Governors Association Center, 2010). Among the benefits a society experiences when students 

invest in higher education are economic growth to national income and productivity along with 

economic growth to the state workforce (Perna, 2006). The community in which the institution 

resides also experiences economic growth as does the community where the individual graduate 

resides (Fatima & Paulsen, 2004; Leslie & Brinkman, 1988; Paulsen, 1996a,b; Perna, 2006). 

Other benefits to society are an increase in community service and civic participation, a 

reduction in the need for social support programs, and lower crime rates (Baum & Payea, 2004; 

Cummings et al., 2004; Fatima & Paulsen, 2004; Leslie & Brinkman, 1988; Paulsen, 1996a,b; 

Perna, 2006). 

The National Center for Public Policy and Education (2008) commissioned the 

Measuring Up 2008 report card. This report evaluated how states performed educationally 

compared to other states. States were determined to be predominantly responsible for educational 
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access and its quality within the nation. The Measuring Up 2008 report card measured states in 

six categories: preparation, participation, affordability, completion, benefits, and learning. 

Preparation measured how adequately the states prepared students for education and training 

after high school to eventually enter the workforce. Participation measured the opportunity for 

individuals to enroll in education and training after high school. Affordability measured how 

affordable a postsecondary education was to students and their families. Completion measured 

whether students were able to make progress towards completing a certificate or degree at a two- 

or four-year college. Benefits measured the positive results the state received for having a more 

highly educated workforce. Learning measured what was known about students’ education 

beyond high school with additional education and training. 

Performance measures were assessed in the following three ways: graded information, 

change over time, and international comparisons. Graded information was explained as the 

state’s current performance compared to the best-performing states with the results being 

reported as a letter grade. Change over time was defined as a state’s current performance 

compared with its own performance in the 1990’s. If a state received an up arrow, it indicated the 

state had improved or had maintained; a down arrow indicated that the state had decreased its 

performance measures. International comparisons compared how a state was ranked, given 

students’ knowledge and skills along with their ability to compete economically with other 

countries (National Center for Public Policy and Education, 2008). 

The Idaho State Report Card for the Measure Up 2008 Report by the National Center for 

Public Policy and Education (2008) illustrated the state’s need to decrease the barriers which 

prevent students from going on to a postsecondary institution. Idaho’s preparation category 

received a “C” and had a positive change over time. Participation received a “D” and had a 
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negative change over time. Affordability received an “F” and had a negative change over time. 

The ability for families to assist their students in paying for college after financial aid has been 

received has decreased due to the increased costs of higher education. Completion received a 

“C” and had a positive change over time. Benefits received a “C-” and had a positive change 

over time. Learning received an “I” for incomplete, but all states received an “I” due to lack of 

sufficient data. Idaho also had a decrease in its international comparisons to other countries such 

as Japan, South Korea, New Zealand, Norway, Belgium, Ireland, Denmark, France, Australia, 

Sweden, Spain, Finland, United Kingdom, Netherlands, and Luxembourg with its adult 

education levels and completion rates (National Center for Public Policy and Education, 2008). 

In summary, the purpose of this literature review was to identify the key factors 

influencing Idaho high school students’ postsecondary-choice decisions. Through the review of 

literature, common threads became apparent to the researcher. The threads from the literature 

review were the basis the researcher used to develop the five key categories of influences which 

affect student postsecondary-choice decisions. The need for postsecondary and career awareness, 

postsecondary and career admission process, academic readiness for postsecondary education 

and careers, postsecondary monetary cost, and the social capital influences for postsecondary 

education were the five key categories which influenced student postsecondary-choices. Each of 

these key categories plays a role in a high school student’s postsecondary decision-making 

process. 

Postsecondary and Career Awareness 

The research reviewed confirms the importance of high schools creating a college and 

career readiness culture for all students (ACT, 2006; The Idaho State Board of Education, 2012; 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2012b; National Governors Association Center, 2010). 
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The National Governors Association Center (2010) defined college readiness as a student’s 

ability to have acquired the needed knowledge and skills to successfully complete his or her first 

year of course work at a postsecondary institution. In June 2010, Georgetown University, Center 

on Education and the Workforce released its findings Help wanted: Projections of jobs and 

education requirements through 2018 (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010). The national study 

was conducted to project the jobs and educational requirements needed in our nation for the 

future. The study projected that 63% of all jobs will require a postsecondary education in the 

United States by 2018. At this point in time, students without some type of postsecondary 

education or training will have available to them fewer than half of the employment 

opportunities as those with a postsecondary education. 

ACT (2006) researched the importance of states educating all students with common 

academic expectations that prepared them for both a postsecondary education and the workforce. 

ACT noted that public education has the mission to provide every student with the skills and 

knowledge needed to live a meaningful and productive life. In order to accomplish this, students 

must acquire the necessary skills to earn a wage adequate to support a small family. The ACT 

defined what the expectation for workforce training readiness were through O*NET. The 

Employment and Training Administration of the U.S. Department of Labor created O*NET in 

order to have an all-encompassing national database of jobs and worker attributes to provide 

benchmarks for future employees. This database was divided into five job zones depending on 

the levels of education, experience, and training necessary to perform the occupation. The five 

job zones were the following: 

• Zone 1 – little or no preparation 

• Zone 2 – some preparation 
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• Zone 3 – medium preparation needed 

• Zone 4 – considerable preparation needed 

• Zone 5 – extensive preparation needed (O*NET, 2013). 

Job Zone 3 was the measurement used in this study to compare the needed education and skills 

for the workforce for professions that needed some type of training beyond a high school 

diploma. Electricians, construction workers, plumbers, cosmetologist, and upholsters were 

identified as workforce professions in Zone 3. ACT College Readiness Benchmarks and 

WorkKeys Level Scores was the instrument used to compare workforce training readiness and 

college readiness. WorkKeys was designed to measure what businesses expected of entry level 

workers or new hires. The ACT research concluded the expectations of students who choose to 

enter workforce training programs after high school should be no different from the expectations 

of students who are planning on attending college. 

Research supported the need for increasing the number of students who are prepared for 

postsecondary education and careers because it was having an impact on the nation’s and states’ 

economies (Boser & Burd, 2009; Cummings et al., 2004; National Governors Association 

Center, 2010). In order to meet the growing and changing requirements of the workforce 

demands by 2018, an additional three million students who have acquired some type of 

certificate or degree beyond a high school diploma will be needed (National Governors 

Association Center, 2010).  

Boser and Burd (2009) noted past generations of students could leave high school and 

obtain a position in middle management or enjoy a successful career in an auto company or real 

estate firm; but an unprecedented wave of technological changes have altered our nation’s 
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economy over the past two decades. High school graduates now need a college diploma and/or 

additional training for the workplace to be successful in their lives.  

Baum and Payea (2004) studied the individual benefits and societal benefits of students 

who go on to obtain a higher education. Individual benefits were evident as a result of going on 

to a higher education institution even if it was for a brief time. It was recognized that any college 

experience was better than no college experience, although the benefits of completing a 

bachelor’s degree and beyond were significantly greater. A college graduate will earn 73% more 

than a high school graduate over his or her working lifetime (Baum & Payea, 2004; Cummings 

et al., 2004). Individuals who obtain a degree beyond a bachelor’s will earn two to three times 

more than high school graduates without a college degree throughout their working lifetime 

(Baum & Payea, 2004).  

Idaho’s postsecondary and career awareness need. The Idaho Department of Labor 

(2013) created a graph which demonstrated the hourly and entry wage based on different levels 

of education. Figure 1 illustrates that an individual who furthers his or her education has greater 

possibilities to earn a higher hourly and his or her entry wage increases.  
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Figure 1  

Idaho Department of Labor 2013 Education and Training Pays 

Figure 1. Adapted from 2013 Education and Training Pay, by Idaho Department of Labor, 
(2013). Retrieved from http://labor.idaho.gov/publications/educationpays.pdf. Copyright 2013 by 
Idaho Department of Labor.  
 
Figure 1 supports the Boser and Burd (2009) findings that a high school graduate needs a college 

diploma or additional training for the workplace to be financially successful over his or her 

lifetime. From Figure, 1 it becomes readily apparent that monetary rewards await those who 

further their formal education beyond high school. Students need to be able to see the correlation 

between obtaining a postsecondary education and potential wage earnings in order to understand 

the importance of gaining a higher education. 

Figure 2 demonstrates the earning capacity of an individual based on his or her 

educational level. Based on the chart in Figure 2, on the average the more education a person has 

the greater amount of income he or she has the opportunity to earn (Idaho Department of Labor, 
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2013). Individuals who have more education than a high school diploma are less likely to be 

unemployed and live in poverty (Baum & Payea, 2004; Cummings et al., 2004). The high school 

student who comes to an understanding of the monetary rewards available to those who pursue 

training and education beyond high school is much more likely to make postsecondary education 

a goal in his or her life (Idaho Department of Labor, 2013).   

Figure 2 

Idaho Department of Labor 2013 Earning Over a Lifetime 

Figure 2. Adapted from 2013 Education and Training Pay, by Idaho Department of Labor, 
(2013). Retrieved from http://labor.idaho.gov/publications/educationpays.pdf. Copyright 2013 by 
Idaho Department of Labor.  
 

Individuals who have gone on to study at an institution of higher education have a greater 

positive economic impact on communities, states, and the nation because of their increased 

productivity (Baum & Payea, 2004; Cummings et al., 2004). Society reaps the rewards of 

individuals who are employed as a result of their education beyond a high school diploma 

through payment of taxes at the local, state, and federal levels. The average college graduate 
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working full-time with a bachelor’s degree pays 100% more in federal income taxes and 

approximately 78% more in state and local taxes than the average high school graduate (Baum & 

Payea, 2004). Unemployment and poverty levels are lower when individuals have more 

education and those individuals are less likely to need the assistance of social support programs. 

Individuals who have higher levels of education tend to participate in organized volunteer 

activities, donate blood, vote, and be contributing citizens to their communities. Other benefits 

which society experiences as a result of individuals with higher education levels is they tend to 

have a positive perception of their health, have lower smoking rates, and have lower 

incarceration rates than individuals who have not graduated from college. Baum and Payea 

(2004) also found that individuals who have education beyond a high school diploma read more 

to their young children and their children have higher cognitive skill levels and better 

concentration than other children. 

States continue to shoulder the responsibility for increasing expectations for all students. 

In order to accomplish this huge responsibility, it was necessary for states to create appropriate 

postsecondary and career readiness goals. States must demonstrate their priority for education 

and make good education policy that reinforces the ability of their high school students to be 

postsecondary education and career ready by graduation (National Governors Association 

Center, 2010). The Idaho State Board of Education (2012) has created a plan to address the need 

for students to be college and career ready. The purpose of this plan was to increase students’ 

ability to meet the growing demand for qualified individuals ready to enter professional careers 

which would enhance the state’s economy.  

By 2018, 61% of jobs in Idaho will need a postsecondary education or training after high 

school graduation (Idaho State Board of Education, 2012). It was a great concern to the Idaho 
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State Board of Education that by 2020, 63% of the jobs in Idaho will need some type of degree 

or certificate, as currently only 35% of adult Idahoans have a degree or certificate (Idaho State 

Board of Education, 2012; National Center for Education Statistics, 2012b). It was recognized 

that the current generation of high school students are in great danger of being the first in United 

States history to be less educated than their parents (Idaho State Board of Education, 2012). The 

Idaho graduating class of 2010-11 had 40% of its students enroll in a postsecondary education or 

training program immediately after graduation (Idaho State Board of Education, 2011a). This 

statistic reaffirmed the importance of creating and supporting a postsecondary and career 

readiness culture in Idaho high schools since 60% of the students were not pursuing a 

postsecondary education after graduation. It is the goal of the Idaho State Board of Education to 

have 60% of Idaho students between the ages of 25-34 obtain a postsecondary degree or 

certificate by 2020. 

 Implementation for postsecondary and career awareness. The Idaho State Board of 

Education (2012) developed five key strategies to address preparing students to go on to college 

or a career training program. The first step in the plan was to strengthen the pipeline. High 

school counselors need to possess the skills and knowledge to effectively assist students with 

college applications, the financial aid process, and postsecondary access information. They need 

to help build student social skills and provide high school academic guidance to facilitate 

students’ success in transitioning to a postsecondary education. Counselors were also encouraged 

to participate in the Collaborative Counselor Training Initiative which provided additional 

training about the most current information available to help students succeed after high school. 

Counselors helped to increase the number of students who were able to take advantage of dual 
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credit and tech prep programs which may influence the number of students going on to a 

postsecondary institution. 

The second step in the plan was to transform remediation. It was noted that 41% of all 

first-time, full-time college freshmen in 2010 needed access to some type of remedial services 

(Idaho State Board of Education, 2012). Students who needed remedial services were not 

academically prepared for the rigor of college. When students needed to access remedial 

services, it increased the amount of time and resources to pursue a postsecondary education. The 

Idaho State Board of Education worked with colleges and universities to address the need of 

completing an institutional readiness inventory evaluation and to develop a method to evaluate 

efficacy of student placement and success. They worked to determine appropriate tools to assess 

student readiness for college-level work and articulate area competencies with student learning 

outcomes.  

The third step of the plan was to create a structure for student success. It was important 

for colleges and universities to communicate clear enrollment guidelines and guarantee statewide 

articulation and transfer options. It provided students’ with the ability to transfer their completed 

college credits from high school to a postsecondary institution. Students who were able to 

transfer credits decreased the need to complete additional course work at postsecondary 

institutions. In being able to successfully make the transition from high school to a 

postsecondary institution, students’ self-confidence rose. In the 2014 Legislative Session, the 

Idaho Legislature passed Senate Bill 1233 which provided advanced postsecondary opportunities 

for high school students (Idaho State Department of Education, 2014a). The advanced 

postsecondary opportunities were known as the Fast Forward Program that provided funds to 
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cover 75% of the cost for professional-technical exams, concurrent credit courses, and credit-

bearing exams such as Advanced Placement (AP) and International Baccalaureate (IB) tests.  

The fourth step in the plan was to reward progress and completion. This entailed the 

creation of a system of metrics to evaluate and hold accountable each postsecondary institution. 

It recognized the need to adjust the statewide scholarship program to ensure that students with 

the greatest need and who demonstrated the ability to succeed received the financial assistance.  

The fifth step was to increase leverage partnerships. It was important to create and 

maintain effective partnerships between education, businesses, and industries. It allowed for 

collaboration regarding the needed skills and knowledge of students preparing to enter the 

workforce (Idaho State Board of Education, 2012).  

Postsecondary and Career Admission Process 

Several research studies supported the importance of creating a college and career-

oriented culture in high schools (Bedsworth et al., 2006; Sneva, 2011; The Institute for Higher 

Education Policy, 2013). Bedsworth, Colby, and Doctor (2006) conducted a longitudinal study to 

review what kind of support system for low and middle socioeconomic income students to 

become successful in going on to a postsecondary institution. The students who participated in 

this study were part of the National Educational Longitudinal Study beginning in 1988 and 

ending in 2000. Students, parents, teachers, and school administrators participated through 

questionnaires, tests, coursework, and grades. In the study it was observed that high schools that 

created a college-going culture increased the number of students pursuing a postsecondary 

education. 

The Institute for Higher Education Policy (2013) stated that counselors and teachers play 

a vital role in developing and maintaining the postsecondary and career readiness culture because 
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they were on the front lines with students daily. Foote (2011) conducted an ethnographic study at 

a high school in the Midwest with students and personnel to observe the practices that influenced 

students going on to a postsecondary institution. Teachers had the greatest opportunity to 

influence students’ skills and perceptions about themselves. They spent more time with students 

than any other group and provided opportunities to emphasize the importance of going on to 

pursue a postsecondary education. Teachers shared their college-going experiences with their 

students and helped students gain the necessary skills and knowledge needed to be academically 

prepared to pursue a postsecondary education.  

It was recommended that high school counselors needed to be aware of the influence they 

have in providing support for the college application process (Idaho Legislature, 2012; Smith & 

Zhang, 2011). Through the use of surveys, Smith and Zhang (2011) studied 574 students and 

their transition process to college. It was noted by Smith and Zhang that high school counselors 

impacted students going on to a postsecondary institution. The Idaho State Board of Education 

(2012) encouraged counselors to participate in the Collaborative Counselor Training Initiative 

program to increase their knowledge and skills in order to assist students. Counselors must 

possess the knowledge and skills needed to meet the responsibility to assist students and parents 

with college and career information, college admissions, and guidance through the needed high 

school academic curriculum (Idaho Legislature, 2012). By developing trusting relationships with 

students and their families, counselors were able to provide information, guidance, and support 

necessary for students to understand the importance of developing a college and career plan after 

graduation (Chen et al., 2000; Duffett et al., 2005; Foote, 2011; Savitz-Romer, 2015). High 

schools which provided opportunities to assist families with financial aid information and the 

application process, along with encouraging campus visits, increased students’ chances in 
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successfully enrolling in college (Chen et al., 2000; Duffett et al., 2005; Foote, 2011; Savitz-

Romer, 2015).  

Choy (2002) conducted a longitudinal study about barriers which prevent low and middle 

socioeconomic students from enrolling in a postsecondary institution. The students who 

participated in the longitudinal study were part of the 1988 cohort group which the U.S. 

Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) commissioned. The 

cohort of students had data collected in 1990, 1992, 1994, and 2000. Choy’s (2002) research 

indicated there were specific steps a student must take in order to successfully enroll in a 

postsecondary institution. Step one was for students to develop the aspiration and goal to attend a 

postsecondary institution; the second step was to make sure students were academically 

prepared; the third step was to take a college entrance exam, and the last step was to apply and 

enroll in a postsecondary institution. These steps will be discussed in further detail with 

additional studies to support the steps students must take to enroll in a postsecondary institution 

successfully (Bailey, Constantine, Finkelstein, Hurd, & Tierney, 2009; Chen et al., 2000; Choy, 

2002). 

Step one. The first step students needed to take in order to enroll in a postsecondary 

institution was to have aspirations and goals to attend college. (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Chen 

et al., 2000; Choy, 2002; Duffett et al., 2005). Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) conducted a study 

about the student college-choice process using the NCES National Educational Longitudinal 

Study of 1988. Cabrera and La Nasa noted that students who had educational and occupational 

aspirations had a greater tendency to pursue a postsecondary education. This was accomplished 

by providing a connection between the postsecondary educational plan to an anticipated career 

choice (Bedsworth et al., 2006; Conklin et al., 2012). Bedsworth, Colby, and Doctor (2006) 
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found that students were six times as likely to enroll in college and attain a degree if they were 

able to make connection between postsecondary education and life career goals. 

Research supported the use of the Career Decision Self-Efficacy Scale – Short Form 

(CDSES-SF) to provide information to students and schools, which may be helpful to schools as 

they counsel students in pursuing a postsecondary education and career. (Betz, Hammond, & 

Multon, 2007; Clarke et al., 2006; Conklin et al., 2012; McKechnie, 2012). The CDSES-SF had 

25 items measuring the five skills which were self-appraisal, gathering occupational information, 

goal selection, future planning, and problem solving. Individuals responded to the questions on a 

5-point scale designating they had no confidence to complete confidence.  

Four studies using different populations groups, all using the CDSES-SF as a data 

collection instrument found similar results. First, Betz, Hammond, and Multon (2007) studied the 

career decision, self-efficacy, and going to college of 220 African American college students 

from the Midwest. Clarke, Gushue, Pantzer, and Scanlan (2006) conducted a quantitative study 

with 72 African American high school students exploring the relationship between professional 

identity, career exploratory performance, and career decision-making self-efficacy. Conklin, 

Dahling, and Garcia (2012) studied the relationship of affective commitment, career self-

efficacy, and outcome expectations for 200 students from the Mid-Atlantic region of the United 

States. McKechnie (2012) researched how achievement goals and career orientation influenced 

students pursuing a postsecondary education through a quantitative study with 200 high school 

participants from the Eastern United States. 

Each of the researchers cited above found that students who scored higher on the 

CDSES-SF tended to demonstrate higher levels of career decision self-efficacy. Providing 

students insight to themselves through the use of the CDSES-SF assisted students to effectively 
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create and implement a successful postsecondary plan. Students who scored higher were better 

prepared to make well-informed decisions and wasted less time in the transition from high school 

to a postsecondary institution (Betz et al., 2007; Clarke et al., 2006; McKechnie, 2012).  

Step two. The second step students must complete in order to successfully enroll in a 

postsecondary institution was to participate in rigorous academic courses to ensure they were 

academically prepared (Chen et al., 2000; Choy, 2002). In order for students to be academically 

prepared by graduation, an academic plan needed to begin as early as the eighth grade. Chen, 

Choy, Horn, and Nunez (2000) conducted a quantitative study exploring key areas in assisting 

students to transition to a postsecondary institution using the National Educational Longitudinal 

Study of 1988. Through the study, Chen et al., (2000) found one of the key areas necessary for 

students to successfully transition to postsecondary education and the workforce was for students 

to develop an academic plan. The expectations from postsecondary institutions included a need 

for rigorous high school curriculum as part of the postsecondary information and awareness 

process. Bedsworth, Colby, and Doctor (2006) found through their study a discrepancy between 

college aspiration and student high school curriculum aspirations. According to the study, 

students stated they had the expectation to attend college because that was the answer adults 

wanted to hear, or, on the other hand, students implied they were planning to attend college but 

did not have an understanding of the requirements to get there. 

Macdonald, Reynolds, Sischo, and Stewart (2006) studied twenty-five years of 

educational and occupational plans of high school seniors to determine the practicality or level of 

realism of their postsecondary plans. As a result of the quantitative study, they found that high 

school seniors’ college expectations were not realistic, meaning they were not academically 

prepared and lacked information about what was required for their desired career. One of the 
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study’s findings was when students have unrealistic expectations for their education and careers, 

they had an increased probability of experiencing anxiety and distress as they faced barriers in 

being successful. Macdonald et al., (2006) concluded that under-informed students with 

unrealistic expectations wasted their time and resources pursuing educational and occupational 

plans and were more likely to be less successful in completing college.  

Step three. The third step students undertook in order to successfully enroll in a 

postsecondary institution was to take a college entrance examination such as the SAT or the 

ACT (Chen et al., 2000; Choy, 2002; SAT, 2013; Strive Partnership Report, 2011). Among other 

things, the ACT and SAT function as indicators of college readiness. Students who were 

planning on attending college had to have completed one or both of the exams (Idaho 

Legislature, 2012, SAT, 2013). The reason some students complete both exams is because some 

colleges require the ACT while others require the SAT. The ACT test was designed to measure 

student academic readiness in English, mathematics, reading, and science reasoning to help 

determine if they are college ready (ACT, 2011). The SAT (2013) measures students’ skills and 

knowledge for reading, mathematics, and writing which provides information about the student’s 

college readiness. Providing increased opportunities to students to take the test was a goal of the 

SAT College Board. One of the ways this was accomplished was by providing fee waivers to 

students from low income families. For many these students, the fee waiver helped reduce the 

financial barrier preventing them from taking the college entrance exam. 

Another strategy the SAT College Board implemented was the SAT School Day option. 

On a specified day, the test was given to all 11th grade students in high school during the school 

day. This eliminated the barrier of not being able to take the test on a Saturday due to work or 

other conflicts. Offering the SAT to all students made available college-readiness information to 
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even those students who had not yet made the decision to go. As a result of completing the exam, 

it also provided some encouragement to students to make the decision to go on to a 

postsecondary institution. Since 2012, the State of Idaho has participated in the SAT School Day 

option for all Idaho high school 11th graders (Idaho Legislature, 2012; SAT, 2013). Currently all 

high school 11th graders are required to take the SAT at the expense of the State of Idaho. 

Students were also able to take the ACT if they choose, but the cost of that exam was not 

financially covered by the state. Requiring all students to take a college entrance exam provided 

a more complete and encompassing view of whether or not Idaho students were meeting the 

college readiness measurements (Idaho Legislature, 2012). 

Step four. The fourth step students must take in order to successfully enroll in a 

postsecondary institution was to apply and enroll in college (Bailey et al., 2009; Chen et al., 

2000; Choy, 2002). Knowledge of what the college requirements and application process needs 

to be understood by students and their families (Bailey et al., 2009; Coca, Nagaoka, & Roderick, 

2009). The college application process entailed students investigating colleges which met their 

areas of interests and needs such as the total cost, availability of programs and majors, along with 

a variety of course offering times such as days, nights, and weekends. Students also sought 

institutions which provided a variety of delivery systems such as face-to-face instruction, or 

synchronous and asynchronous Internet courses offerings (Brown & Hoyt, 2003; Cabrera & La 

Nasa, 2000; Pulliam & Van Patten, 2013; Public Agenda, 2012). Often students were required to 

write an application essay which included reasons why the student was interested in attending a 

particular postsecondary institution (High School Action Plan, 2013). In addition to the 

application essay, students often needed to obtain letters of recommendations from teachers, 

mentors, coaches, and community members who were aware of the students’ strengths. Being 
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aware of the timeline for college scholarships and financial aid forms was another critical part of 

the college application process (High School Action Plan, 2013). 

Academic Readiness for Postsecondary Education and Careers 

Several research studies supported the premise that academic readiness was an important 

contributing factor in the college and career decision-making for students (ACT, 2007; Allen, 

Robbins, & Sawyer, 2010; Bedsworth et al., 2006; Bozick & Deluca, 2010; Choy, 2002; 

Educational Opportunity, 2001; Idaho Legislature, 2012; National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2001; Public Agenda, 2012; SAT, 2013; SAT, 2014). Academic preparation was the 

most effective means of increasing the likelihood of students graduating high school and college, 

and being career ready (ACT, 2007; Bedsworth et al., 2006, p. 3; SAT, 2013; SAT, 2014). 

Across the United States, high school seniors were exiting high school lacking the academic 

readiness to pursue a postsecondary education or career (ACT, 2007; Bozick & Deluca, 2010; 

SAT, 2013; SAT, 2014). 

In 2014, 1.67 million high school students throughout the United States took the SAT 

college entrance exam (SAT, 2014). The College Board studied the testing results from the 

graduating class of 2014 and found that less than half of the high school students who took the 

SAT college entrance exam would be academically or career ready when leaving high school. 

ACT (2014) released the testing results for the 2014 high school graduates. Of the 1.8 million 

students who graduated in 2014, approximately 26% met the college benchmarks in English, 

reading, mathematics, and science. Only 47% of the 1.8 million students met at least one of the 

college benchmarks in the four subjects tested (ACT, 2014; Bidwell, 2014). A number of studies 

have been conducted to determine indicators of student postsecondary and college readiness. The 

indicators include eighth-grade achievement, standard high school coursework, advanced and/or 
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honors high school coursework, high school grade point average, and student testing behaviors 

(ACT, 2008; Chen et al., 2000; Choy, 2002; Dougherty & Fleming, 2012; Idaho Legislature, 

2012; National Center for Education Statistics, 2001; Pound, 2011, SAT, 2013).  

The ACT (2008) conducted a study of 216,000 students in the graduating classes of 2005 

and 2006 identifying factors that influenced students going on to college and the workforce. The 

study found that a key indicator for students who were academically on target by their eleventh 

and twelfth grade year was that they had met the academic requirements at the end of their eighth 

grade year. A study conducted in Arkansas by Dougherty and Fleming (2012), reviewed the 

importance of assisting students on a pathway to college and career readiness through two cohort 

groups of students. Dougherty and Fleming found that students who had been academically 

behind in their eighth grade year were unlikely to close the gap with their peers by the end of 

high school.  

Cognitive strategies. Academic readiness during the eighth grade year continues to be an 

area of focus for researchers. It was a pivotal point in determining a student’s success in high 

school and his or her ability to be college and career ready at the time of graduation (ACT, 2006; 

ACT, 2007; Dougherty & Fleming, 2012; Sawyer, 2008). The ACT EXPLORE test measures 8th 

or 9th grade students’ understanding of English language arts, reading, science, and mathematics 

compared to other students across the country (ACT EXPLORE, 2014). It asked information 

about students’ interests, educational and career plans, high school coursework plans, and 

students’ need for support. ACT (2007) studied the importance of making sure students were on 

track during elementary and middle school to ensure they would be college and career ready by 

graduation. In 2007, 540,000 eighth grade students across the nation participated in an ACT 

study by taking the ACT EXPLORE assessment. As a result of the students participating in the 
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assessment, ACT found only one in 10 eighth graders was on target academically to be ready for 

college-level work by the time he or she graduated from high school.   

As a result of the ACT (2007) findings, it was imperative that middle schools and high 

schools develop plans to intervene and provide the academic assistance needed to ensure that 

students were college and career ready by the time they graduated from high school. The ACT’s 

finding indicated that early intervention at the elementary and middle school levels prompted 

students to make greater academic growth (ACT, 2007). It was noted by the ACT study that 

eighth-grade achievement was the greatest indicator of students being college and career ready 

by the eleventh and twelfth grades. The study showed a strong correlation between the eighth 

graders who were on track in mathematics, science, reading, and English and their readiness to 

graduate from high school and pursue postsecondary education four years later (ACT, 2007; 

Bailey et al., 2009; Dougherty & Fleming, 2012). Ensuring that all eighth grade students had the 

opportunity to be academically on track increased the number of students who were college and 

career ready by graduation (ACT, 2008; Dougherty & Fleming, 2012).  

School districts needed to establish rigorous academic requirements to ensure more 

students were academically prepared for postsecondary education and the workforce. An 

effective way to ensure all students were academically prepared was to require a rigorous, 

college-preparatory curriculum (ACT, 2006; Chen et al., 2000; Bedsworth et al., 2006). A 

rigorous high school core curriculum incorporated four years of English, three or more years of 

mathematics, three or more years of natural science, and three or more years of social sciences 

and history (SAT, 2013). Researchers confirmed the level of mathematics students take in high 

school directly relate to students’ ability to meet the demands of college academics (Bedsworth 

et al., 2006; Chen et al., 2000; Choy, 2002). Mathematics classes such as algebra II or higher 
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were the levels that correlated to academic readiness. It was recommended that schools offer 

algebra I no later than eighth grade so students had the ability to take mathematics beyond 

algebra II during their high school years (Chen et al., 2000; Choy, 2002). Another strong 

indicator that students were academically prepared was the number of lab science credits 

completed in high school (Bedsworth et al., 2006; SAT, 2013). Ensuring all students had the 

ability and were prepared to take rigorous honors courses beginning in the ninth grade was 

another academic readiness indicator (Bailey et al., 2009).  

There was a need for states and districts to adopt academic standards that reflect the skills 

and knowledge necessary to be college and career ready (ACT, 2007; ACT, 2008; Bedsworth et 

al., 2006; Boser & Burd, 2009). Through the adoption of the Common Core Standards 

throughout the nation and in the State of Idaho, school districts have begun to implement the 

standards at all grades (ACT, 2008; ACT, 2010; Idaho Legislatures, 2012). As of 2014, all states, 

with the exception of Alaska, Nebraska, Indiana, Texas, and Virginia adopted the Common Core 

Standards (Academic Benchmarks, 2014). Minnesota adopted the English language art standards 

but not the mathematics standards. The Common Core Standards provided standards alignment 

from elementary to middle school to high school with the end goal of college and career 

readiness (ACT, 2007; Boser & Burd, 2009; Sawyer, 2008). The standards focused on rigorous 

English language arts such as reading, writing, speaking, and listening along with a solid 

knowledge of mathematical content to assure students were being prepared to meet the academic 

demand at the postsecondary level (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). 

It was recommended by researchers that schools and districts develop and implement a 

system to demonstrate evidence that students were on track academically for college and target 

those who needed assistance (Bailey et al., 2009; National Center for Education Statistics, 2001; 
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Pound, 2011). Pound (2011) studied a South Carolina high school college preparation program 

which included 232 students and 80 teachers and counselors. She found exams such as ACT, 

SAT, and Advanced Placement (AP) were excellent indicators of students being academically on 

track for college. Pound noted in her studies that the ACT PLAN and Preliminary Scholastic 

Aptitude Test (PSAT) were good predictors of students successfully progressing academically in 

mathematics, English, and science. 

School districts implemented systems to demonstrate that students were on track 

academically and used standardized tests such as the ACT EXPLORE, PLAN, ACT, PSAT, and 

SAT as college readiness measurements (ACT, 2008; Chen et al., 2000; Idaho Legislature, 2012, 

Pound, 2011, SAT, 2013). The ACT EXPLORE, PLAN, and PSAT were good indicators of 

whether or not students progressed academically in mathematics, English and science. These 

tests provided students with information about their academic strengths and weakness (ACT, 

2007, ACT, 2008, Pound, 2011; SAT, 2013). Results of the SAT (2013) study, which included 

1.66 million high school students throughout the United States, showed that of the students in the 

graduating class of 2013 who participated in the SAT, only 49% met the benchmark. This 

indicated that the rigor of the core curriculum in schools needed to be increased. Students who 

scored at the 1550 benchmark or higher were academically ready to meet the challenges of the 

college curriculum. The students who met the SAT benchmark were more likely to have taken 

honors or AP courses, had taken a higher mathematics course beyond algebra II, and had a grade 

point averages of 3.00 or higher (Pound, 2011; SAT, 2013). Students who successfully 

completed AP, college prep, and honors courses demonstrated the ability to be academically 

ready for the rigors of college course work. 
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 Non-cognitive competencies. Non-cognitive competencies were another indicator which 

influenced student academic readiness (ACT, 2013; Betz, 2007; Betz et al., 2007; Farrington et 

al., 2012; Sawyer, 2008; TVEP, 2013). Farrington et al., (2012) conducted a study with Chicago 

Public School students to identify the role of non-cognitive factors in student performance. Non-

cognitive competencies were explained as an individual’s behaviors, skills, attitudes, and 

strategies that influence the student’s ability to perform academically in high school. The non-

cognitive competencies were difficult to measure and were not evident in the results from 

standardized tests (ACT, 2008; Farrington et al., 2012; TVEP, 2013). Five specific non-cognitive 

competencies were identified which influenced the academic performance of students. These 

were “academic behaviors, academic perseverance, academic mindsets, learning strategies, and 

social skills” (Farrington et al., 2012, p. 6).  

Academic behaviors include behaviors such as going to class, doing homework, 

organizing materials, participating, and studying, all of which influenced a student’s grade point 

average (ACT, 2008; Farrington et al., 2012; TVEP, 2013). Academic perseverance was 

described as a student’s ability to demonstrate self-control, self-discipline, delayed gratification, 

grit, and tenacity. Students who exhibited academic perseverance demonstrated the ability to 

have thoroughly learned the material and they were more prepared for class versus someone who 

put forth minimal effort (ACT, 2008; Farrington et al., 2012; Tate, Caperton, Kaiser, Pruitt, 

White, & Hall, 2015; TVEP, 2013). Academic mindset was explained as an individual’s beliefs 

or attitudes about themselves in relation to academic work. A student who had an effective 

academic mindset tended to believe he or she belonged to the academic community and his or 

her abilities and academic competencies grew with effort. Farrington and colleagues found that 
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when a student believed he or she could succeed at academic tasks, the importance of school 

work increased (ACT, 2008; Farrington et al., 2012; Tate et al., 2015; TVEP, 2013).  

Learning strategies are techniques that supported a student’s cognitive thinking, 

remembering, or learning (Farrington et al., 2012). Study skills, metacognitive strategies, self-

regulated learning, and goal setting were techniques applied to effective learning strategies 

(ACT, 2008; Farrington et al., 2012; TVEP, 2013). Social skills such as interpersonal skills, 

empathy, cooperation, assertion, and responsibility were skills students needed to possess in 

order to be college and career ready at the time of high school graduation. A young person’s 

ability to work with others was shown to have a direct impact on his or her academic 

preparations and his or her eventual entry into a postsecondary institution or into the workforce 

(ACT, 2008; Betz, 2007; Betz et al., 2007; Farrington et al., 2012; Tate et al., 2015; TVEP, 

2013).  

Postsecondary Monetary Cost 

Students who went on to a postsecondary institution were influenced by its affordability. 

Several research studies found financial affordability factors contributed to the decision-making 

process for high school students to go on to a postsecondary institution (Abou-Nassif, 2011; 

Coca, Nagaoka, & Roderick, 2011; Gibbons, 2005; Bedsworth et al., 2006; Duffett et al., 2005; 

Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 2010). Abou-Nassif (2011) studied 720 high school students’ college 

decision-making influences and found family income and the cost of the institutions were the 

main factors that affected their decision-making. Eighty-one percent of students stated the factor 

of family income as very important or moderately important in the college decision-making 

process. Seventy-eight percent of students rated the cost of education as being very important or 

moderately important to them (Abou-Nassif, 2011). A student’s view of whether they could 
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afford to go and the reality to attend college were known as perceived affordability versus real 

affordability of attending college. The perceived affordability and the real affordability was yet 

another consideration in this issue (Bedsworth et al., 2006; Gasbarra, Johnson, Immerwahr, Ott, 

& Rochkind, 2007).  

Duffett, Johnson, and Ott (2005) studied the influences of life choices after high school 

for 1000 young adults between the ages of 18-25. The study included 200 African American 

young adults, 200 Hispanic young adults, and 200 Asian young adults in the United States. They 

found the main contributing influence for students enrolling in postsecondary institutions was 

financial concerns for these individuals. It was noted that even though student loans, grants, 

work study programs, and part-time work provided the ability to attend college, many students 

shared that they still could not afford the school of their choice. In 2005, Gibbons conducted a 

study of 272 middle school students in North Carolina which she focused on the students’ 

perceived barriers to attending college. The study found that one of the most influential barriers 

which discouraged students at a young age from pursuing a postsecondary education was 

financial concerns for them personally and for their families.  

The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance was established in 1986 

through the Higher Education Amendments to provide information and guidance to Congress 

and the Secretary of Education on student financial aid policy. In 2001, the Advisory Committee 

on Student Financial Assistance was commissioned to study how financial barriers impacted 

students going on to a postsecondary institution (Educational Opportunity, 2001). The report 

focused on the reasons why low-income students continued to lag behind moderate- and high-

income students enrolling in a postsecondary institution. The report noted that the college 
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participation rate of students from low socioeconomic families continued to show a discrepancy 

of 32% points behind middle and high socioeconomic families for the last 30 years. 

According to the report, it was imperative for state and federal governments to 

significantly increase the investments in higher education in order to meet the demands of a 

highly skilled global workforce. On March 7, 2014, President Obama spoke to high school 

students in Florida to announce the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) 

Completion Initiative which was designed to encourage students to complete the FAFSA 

process. The initiative included resources to assist states in educating and supporting students 

who were not aware of FAFSA, or did not know how to complete the FAFSA form. The 

President shared the statistic that low- and middle-income students were 25% to 30% more likely 

to enroll in a postsecondary institution if they had completed the FAFSA form. On average, 57% 

of high school seniors completed the FAFSA process. President Obama stated, 

Nationwide, over 1 million high school students do not fill out the FAFSA. My 

challenge to every high school student in America: fill out the form. Even if you 

think you might not qualify for financial aid, fill out the form…We’re making it 

easier than ever…and it could change the rest of your life. (Khadaroo, 2014, para. 

4) 

Barriers. The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance (2001) reported 

three barriers as reasons why low-income students did not enroll in a college institution. The first 

barrier was the increased cost of higher education. Due to increased costs of higher education, 

the research indicated students were discouraged from enrolling in a postsecondary institution 

(Abou-Nassif, 2011; Bedsworth et al., 2006; Coca et al., 2011; Gibbons, 2005; Duffett et al., 

2005; Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 2010). A study conducted by Gasbarra et al. (2007) researched 
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the perception of the American public’s view of higher education. Participants in the study were 

a national random sample of 1000 young adults along with 200 African American and Hispanic 

parents of high school students. The study also included 25 expert interviews and seven focus 

groups from Atlanta, Georgia; Denver, Colorado; Detroit, Michigan; Chicago, Illinois; and San 

Jose, California. Gasbarra and colleagues found the cost of education had dramatically increased 

and people were concerned students would incur a great deal of debt to pay for college. Parents 

worried about how they would assist their student in paying for college due to their own limited 

income. Coca, Nagaoka, and Roderick (2009) studied students and families from the Chicago 

Public School District regarding the barriers to college. Through the collected data, the 

researchers found the rising cost of college was a deterrent to many students and families. 

In 2012, the Idaho Legislature commissioned a study to be conducted by the State Office 

of Performance Evaluations to identify the barriers which prevented some high school students 

from pursuing a postsecondary education. The study included focus groups, surveys, and 

interviews with 710 middle and high school students along with parents and counselors. One of 

its main findings over a ten-year span was that the median Idaho family income had increased 

less than 10%, while the cost of tuition in Idaho had increased by more than 50%, therefore 

making a postsecondary education less affordable, especially for lower- and moderate-income 

families (Idaho Legislature, 2012). 

The National Report Card on Higher Education Measuring Up (2008) reported that 

families from low-, moderate- and upper-income paid a portion of their salaries to assist their 

student to attend college. Low-income families paid 40% of their family income while moderate-

income families paid 25% and upper-income families paid 13% of their income for their student 

to attend college (National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2008). It was 
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important to recognize how low- and moderate-income families were affected by the increased 

cost of attending higher education, which perpetuated the public perception that attending 

college might not be worth its cost (Gasbarra et al., 2007; National Center for Public Policy and 

Higher Education, 2008).  

The second barrier found by the Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance 

(2001) was that policy priorities had shifted away from access to higher education impacting all 

income levels. Research supported the findings that the financial barrier to gaining a college 

education had increased significantly due to the shifts in polices and priorities at the national, 

state, and institutional levels (Advisory Report, 2002; Coca et al., 2009; Educational 

Opportunity, 2001). Lack of adequate state-funded financial aid, federal financial aid, 

scholarships, and student loans along with increased tuition costs placed an increased financial 

burden on the student and family (Idaho Legislature, 2012). Another finding from the study 

conducted by the Idaho State Office of Performance Evaluation (2012) confirmed that when 

there was a change in the economy at the state and/or national level, it had far reaching 

implications for postsecondary institutions (Idaho Legislature, 2012; Perna, 2006; Perna, 2010). 

During times of economic recession, the trend was to decrease spending and resources to higher 

education institutions, which then resulted in increased cost to students (Perna, 2010). As a result 

of this action, there has been a shortage of student aid, especially Pell Grant aid, and a rise in 

college tuition costs (Advisory Report, 2002). This has caused an increase in unmet need for 

low- and moderate-income students, defined as the remaining educational costs after all aid, 

including loans, was awarded (Educational Opportunity, 2001).  

The national unmet need for low- and moderate-income students was approximately 

$3,800 annually for two- and four-year state schools (Advisory Report, 2002). The Pell Grant 
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was the single largest source of grant funds which made it possible for low- and moderate-

income students to attend college. The total dollar amount awarded through the Pell Grant was 

reduced by the increased need of the number of academically prepared low- and moderate-

income students, federal and state policy, and the increased cost of college tuition.  

The third barrier which the Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance (2001) 

found was the increased number of hours worked and loan burdens were obstacles for low- and 

moderate-income students (Advisory Report, 2002; Educational Opportunity, 2001). Students 

who worked 27 or more hours a week were unable to attend school full-time and still be 

successful in their studies (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). Loans were another 

source of help to supplement the cost of attending college. It was daunting for students and their 

families to take on excessive debt because often low- and moderate-income students and families 

struggled to make the necessary payments (Advisory Report, 2002; Gasbarra et al., 2007). The 

research noted that the large remaining expenses after grant aid, which produced excessive work 

and loan burdens, deterred academically prepared, low- and moderate-income students from 

enrolling in college and obtaining a degree (Advisory Report, 2002; Educational Opportunity, 

2001). 

Perna (2010) conducted a longitudinal study with more than 800 high school students 

over six years to understand the impact financial aid had on students pursuing a postsecondary 

education. Perna found that low- and moderate-income students needed access to more financial 

aid because existing levels had not kept up with the increasing costs of college. Financial aid 

increased through the amount of loans, but the need-based aid has not kept up with inflation and 

demand (Bedsworth et al., 2006; Coca, Nagaoka, & Roderick, 2009; Duffett et al., 2005; Perna, 
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2010). It was noted that current financial aid packages were not sufficient to make college 

affordable for low- and moderate- income students. 

As a result of the lack of funding in financial support nationally for low- and moderate-

income students, the Advisory Report (2002) found over 400,000 academically prepared students 

were unable to enroll in a four-year college. Based on this staggering loss of postsecondary 

education for students, the Advisory Report (2002) projected over the next decade 4.4 million 

academically prepared students will be unable to attend a four-year college due to financial 

barriers. In 2011, the immediate college enrollment rate of high school completers from low-

income families was 52%, 66% for middle-income families, and 82% from high-income 

families. The immediate college enrollment rate from low- and middle-income families 

continued to be lower than those from high-income families (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2012a). 

Social Capital Influences for Postsecondary Education 

Several research studies supported the effect social capital influences had on student 

college decision-making choices (Abou-Nassif, 2011; Bozick & Deluca, 2010; Cabrera & La 

Nasa, 2000; Choy, 2002; Chen et al., 2000; Duffett et al., 2005; Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 2010; 

Elder, Erickson, & McDonald, 2009; Foote, 2011; Kim & Schneider, 2005; Perna, 2006; Tierney 

& Venegas, 2006). Social capital was defined by the student-parent relationship which influences 

a student’s intellectual development and the student-parent-community relationship that 

facilitates the social community connections which are developed over time to assist the student 

with completing high school and going on to a postsecondary institution (Coleman, 1988; Perna, 

2006). Coleman’s (1988) research on social capital is often used in educational research because 

he identified social capital through the parent-student relationship and the parent-student-
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community relationship. Perna and Titus (2005) expanded Coleman’s (1988) work regarding 

parent-student relationships and its effect on student college decision-making choices. Two types 

of parental relationships were identified by Perna and Titus (2005) in their study of the 

influences of social capital through the conceptual model of college enrollment. The first 

relationship was between a student and his or her parents and the second relationship was 

collectively between the student, parents, and other adults (Coleman, 1988; Perna & Titus, 

2005). These other adults had some type of connection to the student’s education through the 

community.  

Parent-student involvement was explained as parent-student discussions about education-

related issues, such as classes, school activities, grades, SAT or ACT preparation, college 

applications, and potential careers. Educational expectations were established in the home such 

as homework completion, good attendance, a minimum grade point average, and fostered a 

culture of educational importance for the student (Chen et al., 2000; Kim & Schneider, 2005; 

Perna & Titus, 2005). Researchers noted that parents who made a number of college visits with 

their student had more influence on their student’s decision to enroll in a postsecondary 

institution (Chen et al., 2000; Kim & Schneider, 2005). Students whose parents actively 

participated in school programs about postsecondary opportunities and financial aid information 

presentations were twice as likely to enroll in college (Chen et al., 2000; Kim & Schneider, 

2005; Perna & Titus, 2005). It was found that parents who had completed college set high 

educational expectations to attend college as early as eighth grade or younger for their student 

(Choy, 2002).  

Research confirmed that the more education the parent had, the greater chance there was 

of their child enrolling in a four-year college (Choy, 2002; Coleman, 1988; Grodsky & Riegle-
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Crumb, 2010; Kim & Schneider, 2005; Reisel, 2011). Students whose parents completed at least 

a bachelor’s degree were 20% more likely to have a college-going habitus in their home than 

students whose parents did not attend college (Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 2010; Reisel, 2011). It 

was noted that students who had friends whose parents were highly involved in their education 

were able to connect to those parents to assist them in developing the social capital needed to 

enroll in a postsecondary institution (Perna & Titus, 2005). Coleman (1988) explained the results 

of this educational influence between parents and students as a form of human capital. Human 

capital through the social capital lens was categorized by parent’s educational attainment and the 

environment which fostered greater learning opportunities throughout the development of the 

student’s life (Coleman, 1988).  

Student-parent-community relationships were described as the parental and community 

adults who were able to provide guidance and support to assist students in the college decision-

making process (Coleman, 1988; Bailey et al., 2009; Elder et al., 2009; Kim & Schneider, 2005; 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2001; Perna & Titus, 2005; Public Agenda, 2012). High 

school students benefited from having multiple adults who completed an associate’s or 

bachelor’s degree because they had the ability to navigate through the college going process. 

Research reinforced how critical it was for disadvantaged students to have access to adult 

mentors to influence and assist them in the college decision-making process (Elder et al., 2009; 

Kim & Schneider, 2005). A mentor was defined by Elder, Erickson, and McDonald (2009) as a 

non-parental adult who was several years older than the student, such as relative, older sibling, 

friend, teacher, coach, clergy, employer, or coworker. Mentors often took special interest in a 

student by offering advice and supporting the student through navigating the social environment 

needed to complete the college-going process successfully (Elder et al., 2009). Adult mentors 
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who were able to impact high school students were considered to be those individuals who were 

currently pursing or had completed a postsecondary education. They were able to assist the 

student by providing effective advice about the importance of going on to college or a 

professional technical training program (Elder et al., 2009; Perna & Titus, 2005; Rowan-Kenyon, 

2007). 

Elder, Erickson, and McDonald (2009) studied the influence of the student-mentor 

relationship and educational success through a longitudinal study. The authors of the study 

interviewed and surveyed school administrators, parents, and students from 80 high schools in 

this mixed study. Students exposed to mentoring by an adult were associated with greater 

educational success in terms of educational performance and overall educational attainment. 

Students who had teachers as mentors tended to have greater educational success than those 

students who had mentors in the community. Students who had access to more social resources 

also had greater access to mentors than those who were considered disadvantaged students. It 

was recognized that disadvantaged students greatly benefited from having teachers as mentors 

due to the teachers’ knowledge and skills to guide the student through the college-going process 

since many of these students lack the parent-student involvement in their education (Choy, 2002; 

Elder et al., 2009; Perna & Titus, 2005; Rowan-Kenyon, 2007). Success in the educational 

process was due to many factors, chief among them the mentoring and encouragement by caring 

adults in the students’ lives.  

Peer influence was another facet of social capital in the college decision-making process 

(Abou-Nassif, 2011; Bailey et al., 2009; Bedsworth et al., 2006; Bozick & Deluca, 2010; 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2001; Sokatch, 2006; Tierney & Venegas, 2006). 

Tierney and Venegas (2006) studied the effects of peer influence through the use of peer 
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counseling in high schools. A fictive kin model was used with peers who played a social support 

role to help create a culture of success in regards to college information. The role of peer 

counselors was to disseminate information about college and financial aid information to other 

students. The study found that schools that used peer counselors developed fictive kin groups 

that were able to think about college and college eligibility in ways that other students may not 

have considered. Peer counselors were chosen at the end of the students’ junior year in high 

school and were academically eligible to attend college but were not necessarily the best 

students. These students attended training to provide them with the necessary knowledge and 

skills to become peer counselors. Peer counselor students had the knowledge of the college 

application process and the timeline for completing the ACT/SAT, financial aid forms, and 

scholarships. Peer counselors were a resource to schools which had both limited career 

counselors and students who had limited social capital (Sokatch, 2006; Tierney & Venegas, 

2006). 

Tierney and Venegas (2006) studied students’ responses as to why they wanted to serve 

in the role of a peer counselor, their relationships among peer counselors, their relationships with 

friends and other students, and their relationships with adults. Many of these students saw this as 

an opportunity to gain information to help them meet their own college goals, but also as a way 

to assist others. Students who participated in the peer counselor program were not considered a 

clique, but were acquaintances who focused on the college-going process. These students often 

assisted other students with questions throughout the day in their classes and in the hallways in 

addition to structured allotted time. Through the process of participating as a peer counselors, 

student mentors developed a strong adult-level connections with the school counselor under 

whom they worked. The connections provided support to the students and strengthened their 
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social capital connections with adults. Tierney and Venegas’ fictive kin study indicated that 

students who were able to develop social capital influences for postsecondary education had the 

ability to navigate through the decision-making process to enroll in a postsecondary institution 

(Choy, 2002; Kim & Schneider, 2005; Elder et al., 2009; Sokatch, 2006). 

Perna’s Theoretical Framework  

Throughout the years, researchers have used multiple theoretical and methodological 

approaches to study student college access and choice (Perna, 2006). Perna built on previous 

research conducted by Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989), McDonough (1997), and 

Paulsen (1990). The collective research focused on student college choice through an economic 

model of human capital investment and sociological model of status attainment through 

qualitative and quantitative methodological approaches. Perna proposed a conceptual model of 

student college choice as illustrated in Figure 3. This model incorporated both the economic and 

sociological approaches for student access and choice. The premise of the proposed conceptual 

model of student college choice was an individual’s evaluation of the costs and benefits to 

attending college which were influenced by the individual’s habitus, the school and community 

context, the higher education context, and the social, economic, and policy context.   
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Figure 3 

Proposed Conceptual Model of Student College Choice 
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Figure 3. Adapted from “Studying College Access and Choice: A Proposed Conceptual 
Model,” by L. W. Perna, 2006, Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research, 
XXI, p. 99-157. Copyrighted 2006 by Copyright Clearing Center. 
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At the core of the proposed conceptual model of students’ college choice was the human 

capital investment model which demonstrated that college-choice decisions were being based on 

the comparison of the expected benefits and costs (Perna, 2006). Perna explained expected 

benefits as both monetary and non-monetary. Expected costs were described as the costs of 

attendance and forgone earnings. Expected benefits and costs were shaped by an individual’s 

academic preparation and availability of resources. Through the proposed conceptual model of 

student college choice, Perna strategically placed the human capital investment model within the 

individual’s habitus, the school and community context, the higher education context, and the 

social, economic, and policy context which were the four contextual layers. The relationship of 

the four contextual layers in Perna’s conceptual model of student college choice demonstrated 

the variability of expected costs and benefits for student resources, which influenced the 

individual’s postsecondary choice. 

First contextual layer. The first contextual layer in the proposed conceptual model of 

student college choice was the individual’s habitus. This layer identified a student’s demographic 

characteristics such as gender, race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. It recognized the 

influences cultural capital and social capital had on an individual’s habitus. Cultural capital was 

the environment in which students learned at an early age that college was important and a viable 

option in their lives. Social capital is the environment in which students have access to support 

from caring adults such as teachers, counselors, and mentors, who together act as a support group 

to assist students with the college application process (Perna, 2006).  

 Second contextual layer. The second contextual layer was the school and community 

context. It identified the influences of social structures and resources which impact student 

college choice positively or negatively. Students who had a strong school and community 
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context benefited from accessing adult supports. Teachers and counselors provided assistance 

with information to students about the college application process. They also provided guidance 

for academic preparedness and emphasized the importance of seeking a postsecondary degree. 

Lower income students tended to struggle accessing the resources in the school and community 

context. Perna (2006) recognized that teachers and counselors, who function as gatekeepers to 

the college application process, might actually hinder student college choices, if trusting mentor 

relationships were not developed. 

 Third contextual layer. The third contextual layer was the higher education context and 

its influence in affecting student college choice (Perna, 2006). Higher education institutions had 

the ability to provide college enrollment information to students and parents through various 

venues which affected student college choice. These institutions had the capability to recruit 

students through strategic marketing plans which targeted students who had specific traits. As 

higher education institutions implemented marketing strategies to recruit students, the proximity, 

the attributes, and the characteristics of the institution influenced student college choice. Students 

tended to make decisions about where to attend college based on the course offering schedule, 

instructional methods, cost, safety, and the availability of programs and majors (Brown & Hoyt, 

2003; Perna, 2006). 

 Fourth contextual layer. The last contextual layer was the social, economic, and policy 

context in the proposed conceptual model of student college choice. The social, economic, and 

policy context could influence student college choices either directly or indirectly through the 

other three contextual layers in the model (Perna, 2006). Social changes such as demographic 

fluctuations had the ability to affect student college choice through the supply and demand in the 

availability of enrollment slots. Economic conditions such as a recession or a decrease in 
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financial support for higher education influenced student college choices due to the 

commensurate increase costs of attending college. When unemployment rates were high, a 

greater number of individuals tended to return to postsecondary institutions to gain more 

knowledge and skills in hopes of improving their opportunities for employment. The result was 

an increase in the number of individuals who enrolled in postsecondary institutions. Public 

policy also influenced student college choice. Policymakers made financial decisions about 

funding for higher educational institutions which affected their operating expenses, the result of 

which was that tuition for students often increased. 

 Perna (2006) summarized the proposed conceptual model of student college choice by 

emphasizing the importance of the human capital investment model based on the expected 

benefits and costs for college-choice decisions. She recognized that an individual’s assessment of 

the expected costs and benefits were not shaped solely by the demand for higher education and 

the availability of financial resources, but by an individual’s habitus; the school and community 

context; the higher education context; and the social, economic, and policy context. Her 

proposed conceptual model of a student’s college choice provided a comprehensive 

understanding of student college choice through multiple contextual layers.  

 Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of student college choice influenced the study 

due to its core focus of an individual’s habitus influences. Each of Perna’s contextual layers 

within the proposed conceptual model either directly or indirectly affected individuals who were 

pursuing a postsecondary education. Perna referred to college as a two- or-four-year institution. 

For this study, the researcher included students who enrolled in a professional technical 

certificated program or an apprenticeship along with those enrolling in two- or four-year 
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colleges. The researcher believed Perna’s proposed conceptual model of students’ college choice 

could be applied to this expanded set of postsecondary choices.  

Through the literature review, the researcher generated the following general questions to 

reflect the influences of high school students’ decision-making processes:  

• Why is there a need for students to be career and college ready by the time they 

graduate? 

• Are students aware of what they need to do in order to have access to college and future 

careers?  

• What does it mean to be academically ready to attend college or enter the workforce? 

• What is the cost to obtain a higher level of education beyond high school? 

• What is the amount of social capital a student is able to access to help obtain a higher 

education?  

These questions guided the development of the five categories which are reflected in the 

literature review and the online survey. The study used an online survey to seek additional 

information about the influences of student postsecondary choice. The categories developed were  

• postsecondary and career awareness  

• postsecondary and career admissions process  

• academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers 

• postsecondary monetary cost  

• social capital influence for postsecondary education. 

Each of these categories reflected parts of the proposed conceptual model of student college 

choice by Perna.  
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Conclusion 

The need for students to be ready to pursue postsecondary education upon graduation 

from high school is paramount to the nation’s and Idaho’s economic stability and future growth. 

In order to meet the growing demands in the workforce, students who reside in Idaho need to 

understand the postsecondary decision-making process which will affect their futures. In 2014, 

the Idaho State Department of Education and the Idaho State Legislature continued to emphasize 

the importance of creating a postsecondary and career readiness culture through K-12 which they 

hope will increase the number of student who pursue postsecondary education (Idaho State 

Department of Education, 2014a).  

Over the years, researchers studied various influences on students’ postsecondary and 

career decision-making processes. Through Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of 

student college choice, a framework was established to examine the individual’s selection 

process through multiple contextual layers as a result of the complexity of the postsecondary 

decision-making process. Through the literature review, factors which played a role in a 

student’s postsecondary decision-making process were supported through the four contextual 

layers in Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of student college choice. 
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Chapter III 

Design and Methodology 

Introduction 

After reviewing the literature, the researcher generated five categories which summarized 

the influences that impact high school students’ postsecondary decision-making. The five 

categories are as follows:  

• postsecondary and career awareness  

• postsecondary and career admissions process  

• academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers 

• postsecondary monetary cost  

• social capital influence for postsecondary education. 

The researcher developed four primary questions and multiple subquestions to focus on during 

the dissertation study: 

1. Which influences have the most impact on Idaho students’ decision-making for 

pursuing a postsecondary education? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

postsecondary and career awareness?  

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

postsecondary admission process? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

postsecondary monetary cost? 
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• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

social capital influences for postsecondary education? 

2. What is the relationship between socioeconomic status, as measured by parental 

income, and Idaho students’ plans for postsecondary education? 

3. What is the relationship between Idaho students’ plans for postsecondary education 

and access to high school counseling services?  

4. What is the relationship between parental educational level and Idaho student plans for 

postsecondary education? 

Chapter III includes a discussion of the research methods used to answer the questions that 

guided the study. The primary method of gathering data was an online survey to determine the 

influences of students’ postsecondary decision-making for high school seniors who had returned 

parent/guardian consent forms. Chapter III also includes a description of the research design, the 

role of the researcher, the instrument, the participants, the data collection, the statistical methods 

required to analyze the data, and the limitations and delimitations of the study. 

Research Design 

 The theoretical framework for the study was the work of Perna (2006) who stated the 

core of the proposed conceptual model of students’ college choice is the human capital 

investment model. The model demonstrated that college-choice decisions were based on a 

comparison of the expected benefits and costs. The researcher established that Perna’s proposed 

conceptual model of students’ college choice would extend to postsecondary choices such as 

professional technical certificates, and two-or four-year institutions. Quantitative research 

methods were selected to provide an in-depth study exploring factors that influenced the 

decisions of high school students who may or may not have been pursuing a postsecondary 
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education. The study was conducted at two high schools in a Idaho school district. The school 

district and the two high schools where the data was collected were given pseudonyms to protect 

their identities.  

The selection process for the population to be sampled was a convenience sample with 

stratification characteristics (Creswell, 2014; Slavin, 2007). Using the strategy of stratification 

for a specific population, Creswell (2014) explained that the population being studied has 

specific characteristics which the researcher requires the sample population to mirror. The 

stratification characteristic selected for use in the study was the socioeconomic status of high 

school seniors. High School A and High School B were selected to participate in the study due to 

the socioeconomic population representation.  

Approximately 800 students had the opportunity to participate. The researcher sought to 

reach at least a 30% participation rate in order to have an adequate sample size of the population. 

Seniors from the two high schools responded to statements about influences on their 

postsecondary decision-making process. Students were provided a link to the online survey after 

they returned the parental/guardian consent form.  

Quantitative research through the use of surveys provided the researcher with information 

about behaviors, attitudes, trends, or opinions for the population being examined (Creswell, 

2014). A cross-sectional survey design was used for the study since the collected data was 

intended to reflect high school students’ perception of their postsecondary decision-making at the 

time the survey was administered. Creswell (2002) explained that a cross-sectional survey design 

is used when the researcher collects data to reflect the population’s beliefs, attitudes, or opinions 

for the present. As a result of the information gathered from the study, data for the descriptive 

quantitative study were collected from a cross-sectional online survey (Appendix A). The survey 
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provided demographic information and data on student perception of their postsecondary 

decision-making during the fall semester of their senior year in high school.  

Role of the Researcher 

 The researcher has worked in the education field for 15 years. Of those years in 

education, the researcher worked with high school students for 13 years as a business education 

teacher, an assistant principal, and principal. During the time the researcher worked as an 

assistant principal with high school students, it became evident that it was vital not only to assist 

the students to graduate from high school, but it was equally important for them to have a plan to 

go on to a postsecondary institution.  

 The researcher served as an elementary principal for two years, during which time, the 

researcher gained considerable insights into the significance of students gaining an 

understanding of the importance of planning for postsecondary education at an early age. In 

order for students to develop a desire to go on to a postsecondary institution, they must explore 

areas of interest which influence career exploration. The researcher came to believe that at each 

level of education for students, “the elementary, middle, and high school” was a viable venue for 

career exploration which provided a connection to the purpose of pursuing a postsecondary 

education or training program. Assisting educational staff and parents in expanding their 

understanding of the student postsecondary decision-making became an important topic of 

discussion for the researcher. 

 The study took take place in the district where the researcher is currently employed. The 

survey was intentionally conducted at two high schools where the researcher had not been 

employed. The researcher was familiar with the logistics of how the administration at the two 

high schools worked and had a working relationship with the administrators. The two high 
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schools were selected because of socioeconomic diversity and because students were unfamiliar 

with the researcher.  

Instrument 

The researcher conducted an extensive review of the literature looking for an instrument 

that would measure the influences in a high school student’s postsecondary decision-making, but 

no published instrument met the researcher’s needs for the study. As a result, the researcher 

designed an instrument to reflect the five categories from the literature review. Each of the five 

categories had multiple statements for which students were to provide a response. In addition to 

the five categories, the last section of the survey was compiled of demographic items for student 

response. 

After reviewing multiple instrument formats, the researcher elected to use the 5-point 

Likert scale for an online survey for the items in the five categories. The Likert scale was 

selected because it is simple to construct, it is likely to produce a highly reliable scale, and it is 

easy for participants to read and complete (Bertram, 2011). Some of the weakness the researcher 

considered while reviewing the Likert scale format was it may demonstrate central tendency 

bias, which means students may avoid the “Strongly Disagree or Strongly Agree” responses. 

Another area of weakness was identified as acquiescence bias. The acquiescence bias occurs 

when a participant wants to please the researcher, and does this by answering “Agree” to the 

statements in the survey. 

 The Likert scale was developed in 1932 by Dr. Rensis Likert, a sociologist from the 

University of Michigan (Bertram, 2011). The purpose of the tool was to measure psychological 

attitudes and opinions in a scientific way through the use of attitude measures which could 

reasonably be interpreted as measurements on a metric scale. The most commonly used Likert 
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scale is the 5-point scale which ranges from “Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, and 

Strongly Disagree,” which allows for varying degrees of opinions (Bertram, 2011; Boone & 

Boone, 2012; McLeod, 2008). The Likert scale has been used to conduct research throughout the 

years since its development to measure attitudes and opinions by asking participants to respond 

to a series of statements about a specific topic (McLeod, 2008). One advantage of using the 

Likert scale was participants were not able to simply answer yes or no to the statements.  

Statements for the Likert scale can be analyzed individually or be combined to obtain a 

score for all the statements in the topic area. Student responses from the survey are ordinal data. 

Ordinal data implies the response levels have a relative position, but the researcher cannot 

assume the participants understand the differences among each of the levels to be equal. In order 

to have ordinal data all the items must use the same Likert scale (Bertram, 2011). Methods used 

to analyze ordinal data were conducted in the software Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS) through central tendency summarized by mean, median, and mode and non-parametric 

tests. At the time the research was conducted, SPSS was the most common program used to 

analyze data in social science research (Slavin, 2007; Tanner, 2012).  

The instrument designed was an online survey with 51 statements using the 5-point 

Likert scale to address the postsecondary decision-making. The 5-point Likert scale was based 

on responses correlated with a numeric value such as the following: 

• Strongly Agree - 5 

• Agree - 4 

• Neither - 3 

• Disagree - 2 

• Strongly Disagree - 1 
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The survey had five categories which were developed from the literature review in addition to 

demographic data. The five categories were the following: 

• postsecondary and career awareness  

• postsecondary and career admissions process  

• academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers 

• postsecondary monetary cost  

• social capital influence for postsecondary education. 

Each category had multiple items with the 5-point Likert scale response. The demographic data 

collected used categorical choices for student response. Though not timed, the survey was 

designed to be completed in less than 20 minutes. 

 The researcher validated the survey instrument through a panel of content experts. There 

were ten content experts that included administrators, guidance counselors, and career 

counselors, who were contacted through personal conversation and email in the Valley School 

District (Appendix B). The content experts were selected based on their knowledge and 

experience in assisting high school students with their decision to pursue a postsecondary 

education. One part of the validation process was to identify whether the survey items measure 

what they were meant to measure. This process was known as face validity (Lodico, Spaulding, 

& Voegtle, 2006; Slavin, 2007). The researcher informed the content experts of the purpose of 

the study, which was to better understand the postsecondary decision-making for high school 

students and to increase the number of students enrolling in a postsecondary institution. In order 

to better understand the students’ postsecondary decision-making, it was important for the 

researcher to be able to identify the influences which impact that process. The panel of content 
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experts participated in the process known as content validity. Each item in the survey was rated 

on a 4-point scale by the content experts. The 4-point scale which was used was 

1 – Not relevant 

2 – Somewhat relevant 

3 – Quite relevant 

4 – Highly relevant (Lynn, 1986). 

The researcher provided the content experts an Excel workbook with a worksheet which 

represented each of the five categories and demographic items. At the beginning of each section, 

the experts had common definitions for the categories to ensure the items had face validity. Each 

content expert provided a score for each item and then returned the workbook electronically to 

the researcher. The researcher compiled the scores for each item from the 10 content experts and 

then completed an Item Content Validity Index (I-CVI) for each item in the survey. In order for 

the items in the survey to be valid, the total combined score from all the content experts needed 

to be .80 or higher (Lynn, 1986). 

The items in the Postsecondary and Career Awareness and Postsecondary Admission 

Process categories each had two items which scored below .80; the researcher did not use those 

items in the pilot survey. The items in the Academic Readiness and Postsecondary Cost 

categories all scored a .80 or higher from the content experts. The Social Capital category had 

four items scored by the content experts that were .70 or below and were excluded from the 

survey. The Demographic category items all scored .80 or higher. The I-CVI item mean was .95 

and the mean for the proportion relevance by the content expert proportion was .92. The 

researcher completed the Scale Content Validity Index (S-CVI). The resulting score was .887. 
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The results of the I-CVI and S-CVI survey met the criteria of the instrument being .80 or higher, 

therefore, it is a valid survey (Lynn, 1986). 

A pilot study was conducted to assist in establishing reliability through the Valley School 

District summer school program on July 23, 2014. The pilot study allowed the researcher the 

ability to facilitate a preliminary analysis to check for feasibility and to improve the survey 

instrument (Fowler, 2014; Saint Paul Public Schools, 2009). Students under the age of 18 

obtained a parental/guardian consent form to participate in the pilot of the online survey. There 

were 42 students who participated in the online survey for the pilot study. Students took the 

survey in a computer lab during their senior English course at summer school. Students were 

asked what their home high school was to ensure these students did would not participate in the 

2014 fall study. The demographic data collected from the pilot survey provided a good 

representation of the population of students that was to be studied. Students from different 

race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and special populations were represented in the pilot study. 

The researcher provided a survey feedback form (Appendix C) for each student to 

provide comments about the items from the online survey. The researcher asked the students to 

write down the time they started and ended the survey. The survey took less than 20 minutes for 

each student to complete. As students participated in the pilot, they were asked the following 

questions: 

• Do you believe the survey is anonymous? 

• Do you understand that by participating in the survey you are providing your own 

consent? 

• Did you need further explanation after reading the directions for the survey? 

• What terminology/vocabulary, if any, were you unsure of the meaning? 
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• What statements, if any, were unclear to you? 

• What statements, if any, did you think you did not have enough information for a 

response? 

• What statements, if any, did you not want to answer? 

• What demographic items, if any, were uncomfortable to answer? 

• For which, if any, of the demographic items, did you not have enough information to 

answer? 

• Any other input which would be helpful for the researcher to be aware of. 

After the pilot was completed, the survey feedback forms were collected by the researcher. The 

researcher reviewed the comments from the students. All 42 students responded “Yes” they 

understood they provided individual consent by reading the directions of the survey and believed 

the survey was anonymous. Students indicated they understood that if they choose to discontinue 

the survey they could do so at any time with no consequence, though each student who 

participated in the pilot chose to complete the online survey.  

 The researcher reviewed the feedback comments from the 42 students and made 

modifications to the survey items. Based on student response the researcher included a definition 

in the statement dealing with social capital. The researcher corrected a typographical error. The 

researcher felt the data about household income and GPA were important to collect even though 

a few students were uncomfortable responding or did not have the information. Students had the 

opportunity to skip the item. Following the revisions from the content experts review and the 

pilot, the instrument was administered in fall 2014. 

When a survey is only administered one time, which it was for this study, the Cronbach’s 

Alpha statistical test is an appropriate test to measure internal consistency reliability (Lodico et 
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al., 2006; Tanner, 2012). Cronbach’s Alpha statistical test was conducted after students 

completed the survey to measure the internal consistency of the survey items administered to 

high school seniors. This statistical test was administered after the data for the survey was 

collected during the fall semester of 2014. It measured each of the responses to the survey items 

related to the other survey items and to the whole survey (Florida Center for Instructional 

Technology, 2012; Tanner, 2012). The range for reliability coefficients could potentially be 0 to 

1.0. If a coefficient was zero, it implied no reliability and if a coefficient equals 1, it implied a 

perfect reliability. In social science research, all tests are prone to some type of error and 

therefore reliability coefficients never reach the perfect reliability of 1.0. The literature suggested 

if the reliability of an instrument measured by the Cronbach’s Alpha was above .80, it had good 

reliability (Florida Center for Instructional Technology, 2012; Dennick & Tavakol, 2011; 

Garson, 2012). The literature also indicates that an item with an alpha value between 0.7 and 0.8 

is acceptable for interrelated reliability and internal consistency (Dennick & Tavakol, 2011; 

Garson, 2012). An inadequate reliability score was any score below .50 (Florida Center for 

Instructional Technology, 2012; Dennick & Tavakol, 2011; Garson, 2012). 

The results for Cronbach’s Alpha internal consistency and reliability values are illustrated 

in Table 1. The values show that the survey has reliability at all levels and constructs since each 

value was greater than 0.70. These values combined for a total Cronbach’s Alpha score of 0.901. 

In the five categories of the Postsecondary Decision-Making Survey each alpha score was > 

0.771, which was an acceptable level of internal consistency and reliability. The instrument as a 

whole achieved an excellent level reliability. 
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Table 1 

Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficients for Postsecondary Decision-Making Survey 

Postsecondary Category 
Number of 
Items (N) 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 

Coefficient (α) 

Total  48 0.901 

Postsecondary and Career Awareness 8 0.792 

Postsecondary and Career Admissions Process  6 0.805 

Academic Readiness for Postsecondary Education and Careers 8 0.771 

Postsecondary Monetary Cost  14 0.801 

Social Capital Influence for Postsecondary Education 12 0.785 

 
Participants 

 The participants in the study were high school seniors in the fall of 2014. Two high 

schools were selected from the Valley School District which is located in southwest Idaho. High 

School A was selected due to its having a higher percentage of lower-socioeconomic students. 

High School B was selected due to having a higher percentage of middle- and higher-

socioeconomic students. Approximately 800 students had the opportunity to participate. The 

researcher sought to reach at least a 30% participation rate in order to have an adequate sample 

size. 

 High Schools A and B are located in a city which was considered to be mostly suburban 

with some rural area. The city had an estimated population of 80,386 (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2012). The estimated median household income for 2012 was $64,107 and the percentage of 

persons living below the poverty level was 7.3% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). According to the 

Valley School District website (2014), the district operates 31 elementary schools, nine middle 

schools and ten high schools for a total of 36,700 students. High School A reported that 39% of 
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the students were identified as students who were socioeconomic disadvantaged, while High 

School B reported that 17% of their students were identified as economically disadvantaged. The 

district as a whole reported that 30% of its students were socioeconomically disadvantaged. High 

School A had the largest population of economically disadvantage students with the exception of 

the alternative schools. High School A had a student population of approximately 1500 and a 

counselor to student ratio of 1:375 and High School B’s student population was approximately 

2200 with a counselor to student ratio of 1:440.  

The Idaho State Department of Education (2014b) developed a K-12 longitudinal data 

system known as the Idaho System for Educational Excellence (ISEE). ISEE had specific 

demographic parameters. The Valley School District used the ISEE demographic parameters to 

collect its information about students. The researcher chose to use the ISEE demographic 

parameters to collect student race/ethnicity data for the study from High Schools A and B. The 

demographics reflect the sample of participants for the Valley School District seniors’ fall 2014 

representation of ethnicity/race: 

• American Indian or Alaskan Native = 1.8% 

• Asian = 1.6% 

• Black/African American = 2.5% 

• Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander = .9% 

• White = 77.6% 

• Hispanic or Latino Ethnicity = 7.9% 

• Two or More Races = 3.9% 

• Unclassified = 3.8% 
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Other types of demographic data collected from the sample were parental educational levels, 

students with disabilities, English learners, and annual household income, which illustrated 

students’ socioeconomic status. Another important piece of information was to find out if 

students who were pursuing a postsecondary education were first generation students, which was 

defined as the first individual within a family to attend a postsecondary institution beyond high 

school (College Board, 2013b). 

Data Collection 

Qualtrics (2014) was the data collection software used for this cross-sectional online 

survey due to its efficiency and flexibility in reaching a large group of participants in a short 

period of time (Fowler, 2014). The monetary cost for the online survey was minimal (Fowler, 

2014; Wyse, 2012). The researcher had the ability to complete the data collection process in a 

timely manner. Students who participated in the study remained anonymous. The ability to offer 

anonymity to students through an online survey provided students the opportunity to be honest 

and candid with their responses (Wyse, 2012). Students had the ability to access the survey by 

the Internet through their home or school computer or even on their smart phone. 

Consent from the Valley School District superintendent and the school board was given 

to the researcher to conduct a study (Appendix D). Principals from High School A and High 

School B also provided consent to conduct the study with their senior level students (Appendices 

E and F). A Human Resource Research Committee (HRRC) research proposal was submitted 

and approved by Northwest Nazarene University in June 2014. The approval provided the 

researcher the consent of the institution to proceed with the quantitative descriptive study using 

human participants (Appendix G).  
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 Through the senior English class for each high school, students were provided 

information about the research study (Appendix H) and then given the parental/guardian consent 

forms (Appendix I). The consent form was returned to their senior English teacher from whom 

the researcher collected and maintained a master list of which students returned a consent form. 

Although a master list was maintained, there was no way to connect the student’s identity to an 

individual student’s response to survey items. 

Once the signed consent forms were returned, a link to the online survey was provided to 

the students by their English teacher. When students accessed the link for the online survey, the 

survey started with an explanation of the study. The students then had the option to either 

continue to participate or exit the survey (Appendix J). Students were informed that they had the 

opportunity to discontinue the survey at any time without repercussion. Students received 

reminders to return the consent form and to participate in the online survey. Participants in the 

study were students whose parents completed the consent form and who then completed the 

survey. 

Analytical Methods 

 Data collected through the student online survey was considered to be descriptive. The 

purpose of descriptive research was to collect information about many individuals’ opinions, 

beliefs, or perceptions about a specific topic (Lodico et al., 2006; Slavin, 2007). Descriptive 

research also tends to answer the “what is” in a study and describes events as they currently exist 

through relationships (Nebeker, 2014).  

Using the Qualtrics application to collect the online survey data, the 5-point Likert scale 

was given a numeric value as follows: 

• Strongly Agree – 5 
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• Agree – 4 

• Neither – 3 

• Disagree – 2 

• Strongly Disagree – 1. 

This allowed the data to be used in a numeric form for the IBM SPSS program. The SPSS 

application was used for this study to analyze the online survey data due to its common use in 

educational research. Although data was translated to numbers, it was treated as ordinal data. 

Demographic data such as race/ethnicity, gender, household income, parent educational 

level, students with disabilities, and English learners were also collected from the participants. 

The researcher analyzed data for each of the five following survey categories:  

• postsecondary and career awareness  

• postsecondary and career admissions process  

• academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers 

• postsecondary monetary cost  

• social capital influence for postsecondary education. 

The researcher was looking for relationships between the data. Descriptive statistics were used to 

illustrate the influences on students’ decisions about pursuing a postsecondary education. The 

researcher calculated the measures of mean and median for each of the five survey categories 

(The Association for Educational Communications and Technology (AECT), 2001; Allen & 

Seaman, 2007; Tanner, 2012).  

Spearman’s rho determined correlation coefficients for the following research questions:  

2. What is the relationship between socioeconomic status, as measured by parental 

income, and students’ plans for postsecondary education? 



77 

3. What is the relationship between students’ plans for postsecondary education and 

access to high school counseling services?  

4. What is the relationship between parental educational level and students plans for 

postsecondary education? 

This non-parametric test assessed responses based on rankings for one variable to the other 

variable to determine if the results were statistically significant (Laerd Statistics, 2013; Harding 

University, 2014). The targeted level of significance was p ≤ 0.05. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

According to Marshall and Rossman (2011), no such thing as a perfect research design 

exists, and each research design has its limitations. As with all research designs, this study had 

limitations and delimitations. Delimitations were choices the researcher had to make. Influences 

which could not be controlled by the researcher were considered limitations (Baltimore County 

Public Schools, 2010; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The study had delimitations and limitations 

which affected the data analysis or could create bias. 

A significant limitation of the study was the challenge of obtaining parental/guardian 

consent for the student to participate in the online survey. High school students tended to not 

take papers home to be reviewed by parents/guardians unless the papers had significant meaning 

to the student. Also, the parents/guardians, might not have been available to sign the consent 

form in order to return it in the specified time.  

It was important to convey to parents/guardians and students that their consent and 

participation in the research study mattered because it would better assist future high school 

students through the postsecondary decision-making process. Students had to be convinced that 

their responses mattered because the data collected would influence the results to better serve 
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future students through the postsecondary decision-making process. Fowler (2014) discussed the 

importance of the researcher’s capacity to collect data from all the participants which had the 

ability to influence the degree bias in the data. 

Another limitation to the study was the tendency of high school seniors not to take the 

survey seriously. Some students may have found it amusing to complete the survey by 

inaccurately responding, using the same answer such as “Strongly Disagree” throughout the 

entire survey. The researcher discarded surveys that appeared to have been completed in this 

manner. The researcher assumed that the majority of students answered the questions to the best 

of their ability. Students who randomly selected answers were the most difficult to identify. The 

researcher made significant efforts to convey to students the importance of accurately responding 

to the items to the best of their ability, although the researcher was not able to guarantee 100% 

accuracy in the responses. 

A significant delimitation to the study was that it was administered in the fall of the year, 

which timing might have influenced the data students provided through the online survey. High 

school seniors would have just begun the school year and may or may not have been looking 

ahead to post graduation plans. For instance, students who responded to items in the fall, with “I 

plan to complete the FAFSA form” may have answered, “I have successfully completed the 

FAFSA form” in the spring. These changes would be due to the time of year the survey was 

administered. The survey items may have been answered differently as seniors gained a better 

understanding of tasks needing to be completed in order to pursue a postsecondary education. 

The timing of the survey could have significantly influenced the student response. Despite the 

delimitations, the data collected from the survey will be meaningful because it meets the required 

definition of a cross-sectional survey design according to Creswell (2002). 
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Another delimitation of the study was the researcher’s decision to use a large, mostly 

suburban, school district in the State of Idaho instead of another district in the state or out-of-

state districts. The researcher selected the two schools which provided a socioeconomic student 

representation of the high schools in the district. 

The decision to limit the study to factors that the literature supports as influencing high 

school seniors’ postsecondary decision-making was made by the researcher. The study does not 

address whether or not students who enrolled in a postsecondary institution were successful in 

completing their first year of postsecondary education. In addition, the study does not address if 

the students completed a certificated program, an apprenticeship, an associate’s degree, or a 

bachelor’s degree. 

The data collected through the online survey includes students who may or may not have 

a postsecondary plan. The researcher acknowledges that the data may have been skewed by the 

fact many of the participants indicated they had no postsecondary education plan because of their 

intention to do voluntary service prior to continuing with their education. The area from which 

the sample was drawn included a large population of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 

Saint (LDS) members which may have an impact on the data gathered. The LDS church 

encourages young people to complete a two-year mission soon after high school graduation. This 

may account for a greater number of participants planning to do voluntary service immediately 

after high school rather than developing postsecondary plans. It was difficult for the researcher to 

find data which captures this group of individuals. 

A further delimitation was the researcher’s decision to use Perna’s (2006) proposed 

conceptual model of student college choice and expanded its application to include professional 
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technical certificated programs and apprenticeships in addition to two- and four-year degrees as 

part of the postsecondary decision-making process.  

It was noted by the researcher that high school professional technical programs (PTE) 

offered in high schools such as certified nursing assistant (CNA), emergency medical training 

(EMT), pharmacy technicians and other PTE courses provided certificates for students to help 

them to be career ready upon graduation. The researcher recognized that even though students 

had the opportunity to participate in high school professional technical programs, a relatively 

small number of students obtained certificates and were ready to enter the workforce. The 

majority of high school graduates needed to pursue a postsecondary education in order to obtain 

the knowledge and skills required to be career ready and enter the workforce. 

Conclusion 

 Overall, there is a high level of interest in understanding students’ postsecondary 

decision-making. It is the hope of the researcher to identify which of the five categories has the 

most impact on students’ decision-making for pursuing a postsecondary education. The 

researcher will review the relationships between students’ plans for postsecondary education and 

parental income, parental educational levels, and counseling services. The next chapter will 

provide the results of the data collected through the online survey.  
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Chapter IV 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to assist state, district, and high school educational 

leadership in understanding the influences of the Idaho high school students’ postsecondary 

decision-making. Quantitative research methods were selected to provide an in-depth study 

exploring factors that influenced the decisions of high school students who were or were not be 

pursuing a postsecondary education. It was the researcher’s hope that an increased understanding 

of these influences will assist educators in improving their ability to meet the needs of high 

school students as they plan for their educational future. In order to better understand the student 

decision-making and to increase the number of Idaho students who pursue a postsecondary 

education, this study focused on four primary questions and five subquestions: 

1. Which influences have the greatest impact on Idaho students’ decision-making for 

pursuing a postsecondary education? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

postsecondary and career awareness?  

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

postsecondary admission process? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

postsecondary monetary cost? 

• How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the components of 

social capital influences for postsecondary education? 
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2. What is the relationship between socioeconomic status, as measured by parental 

income, and Idaho students’ plans for postsecondary education? 

3. What is the relationship between Idaho students’ plans for postsecondary education 

and access to high school counseling services?  

4. What is the relationship between parental educational level and Idaho student plans for 

postsecondary education? 

Chapter IV reports descriptive data for the five categories that were generated through the 

literature review and are reflected in Question 1 and the subquestions. The online survey tool 

used a 5-point Likert scale with responses from “Strongly Disagree" to "Strongly Agree”. The 

frequency and percentages of participant responses were reported as descriptive statistics in 

tables for each item within each of the five survey categories. The mean, median, and mode for 

each item within the five categories were reported for in the appendices (Appendices K-O) as 

follows: 

• postsecondary and career awareness 

• postsecondary and career admissions process 

• academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers 

• postsecondary monetary cost 

• social capital influence for postsecondary education 

Chapter IV also includes the findings for Questions 2, 3, and 4 which deal with the relationship 

between the variables. These relationships are reported as correlations using Spearman’s rho 

where p ≤ 0.05. 
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Approximately 800 high school students had the opportunity to take the online survey 

after they returned the parental/guardian consent form. The response rate to the online survey 

was approximately 71% (N = 566). 

Instrument Reliability 

An internal consistency reliability check was performed using Cronbach’s Alpha for each 

of the survey’s five categories and the survey as a whole. Each of these categories was assessed 

by multiple items in the instrument as illustrated in Table 1. The overall score for the online 

survey was α = .901 and for the five categories: postsecondary and career awareness α = .792, 

postsecondary and career admissions process α = .805, academic readiness for postsecondary 

education and careers α = .771, postsecondary monetary cost α = .801, and social capital 

influence for postsecondary education α = .785. The literature supports the alpha value 0.7 to 0.8 

as acceptable for internal consistency reliability (Dennick & Tavakol, 2011; Garson, 2012). Thus 

it was established that each of the five categories of the instrument had an acceptable level of 

reliability and the instrument as a whole was reliable. 

Results 

Question 1: Which influences have the most impact on Idaho students’ decision-

making for pursuing a postsecondary education? Table 2 illustrates which influence had the 

most impact on participants' decision to pursue additional education after high school graduation. 

Of the 566 total survey responses, 435 participants identified postsecondary educational plans 

such as military service, professional technical programs, or a two- or four-year college after 

high school graduation. These 435 participants then had the opportunity to identify the category 

they believed had the greatest influence on their decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 
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This item was only available to the participants who had responded to the demographic section 

of the survey which asked for postsecondary plans. 

Table 2 
 
Students’ Decision-Making Influences for Postsecondary Education Frequency and 
Percentage Responses 
 
 Postsecondary  

and Career 
Awareness 

Postsecondary 
Admission 

Process 
Academic 
Readiness 

Postsecondary 
Monetary 

Costs 
Social 
Capital 

Frequency 95 35 87 97 121 

Percentage 21.8% 8.0% 20.0% 22.3% 27.8% 

      
The data in Table 2 indicated approximately 22% of the participants believed 

postsecondary and career awareness had the greatest influence on their decision to go on, while 

only 8% of the participants felt the postsecondary admission process had the greatest influence 

on their decision. Academic readiness drew 20% of participants' responses for greatest impact on 

their decision to pursue a postsecondary education. However, approximately 22% of the 

participants selected postsecondary monetary costs as having the greatest influence on their 

decision for additional education. Therefore, there were three categories that approximately 

equal number of participants selected as having the greatest impact on their postsecondary 

decision-making was postsecondary and career awareness, academic readiness, and 

postsecondary costs. Approximately 28% of participants identified social capital as to having the 

greatest impact on pursuing a postsecondary education. While all categories were most important 

to some of the participants, the largest number of participants selected social capital. As a result, 

the importance of adult relationships that influence students’ postsecondary decision-making 

processes was evident. 
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Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of postsecondary and career awareness? Table 3 illustrates the participant replies 

to each item associated with this category. The data in the table indicates the percentage and 

frequency of participant responses to each level of the Likert scale. The mean, median, and mode 

for each of the survey items are provided in Appendix K. The number of participant responses 

for Items 1 to 8 ranged from 562 to 566. The researcher recognized that the data cannot generate 

a true mean as ordinal data was used. However, the median, mode, and weighted mean indicates 

an understanding of the participants’ responses to the items. The weighed mean was calculated 

by multiplying the participants’ responses by the weight of the Likert scale for each level, 

summing the totals for each level, and then dividing the overall sum by the number of 

respondents. 
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Table 3 

Postsecondary and Career Awareness Frequency and Percentage Responses 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

1. I am confident that my high school courses prepared me academically for a postsecondary 
education. 

Frequency 19 66 104 283 93 

Percentage 3.4 11.7 18.4 50.1 16.5 

2. I received a sufficient amount of postsecondary advising from my school counselor to make 
decisions about my future. 

Frequency 43 142 192 151 36 

Percentage 7.6 25.2 34.0 26.8 6.4 

3. High school supplied me with adequate information about career exploration for me to make 
informed choices for my future. 

Frequency 36 113 159 198 56 

Percentage 6.4 20.1 28.3 35.2 10.0 

4. I know what career I want to pursue after high school graduation. 
Frequency 34 62 96 161 211 

Percentage 6.0 11.0 17.0 28.5 37.4 

5. I have researched the level of effort it will take to pursue my desired career. 
Frequency 27 71 129 208 126 

Percentage 4.8 12.7 23.0 37.1 22.5 

6. I have an understanding of the educational requirements needed to pursue my chosen career. 
Frequency 20 48 113 260 120 

Percentage 3.6 8.6 20.1 46.3 21.4 

7. High school prepared me academically for the workforce. 
Frequency 32 106 195 190 41 

Percentage 5.7 18.8 34.6 33.7 7.3 

8. High school supplied me with adequate information about postsecondary opportunities for me 
to make informed choices for my future. 

Frequency 16 79 192 239 38 

Percentage 2.8 14.0 34.0 42.4 6.7 
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In Item 1, approximately 66% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that their 

academic preparation for postsecondary education was sufficient while approximately 15% 

disagreed or strongly disagreed and approximately 18% neither agreed nor disagreed with this 

item. Item 1 responses (M = 3.65, Mdn = 4.00) indicated participants as a group had confidence 

in their academic high school preparation to go on to a postsecondary institution. The mode for 

Item 1 (Mo = 4) shows participants selected "Agree" more than any other response and more 

often than all the other four categories combined.  

The mean and median for Item 2 was a neutral response (M = 2.99, Mdn = 3.00) 

(Appendix K). The responses for Item 2 in Table 3 indicated approximately a third of the 

participants disagreed or strongly disagreed they had received sufficient postsecondary advising 

from their school counselor. Another third of the participants agreed or strongly agreed they had 

received sufficient postsecondary advising from their school counselor and a third responded 

they neither agreed nor disagreed to having received sufficient postsecondary advising. The 

mode for Item 2 was “Neither Agree nor Disagree” (Mo = 3).  

Responses from Item 3 (M = 3.22, Mdn = 3.00) indicated participants were slightly more 

positive than in the previous item (Appendix K). The mode (Mo = 4) for Item 3 represented the 

most frequently selected response was "Agree." Approximately 28% of participants neither 

agreed nor disagreed, and approximately 26% of participants disagreed or strongly disagreed 

with the statement their high school supplied them with adequate information. This left 

approximately 45% of the participants who indicated agreement or strongly agreed with the 

statement that high school supplied them with adequate information about career exploration in 

order to make informed decisions about their future. 
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Item 4 (M = 3.80, Mdn = 4.00) showed most of the participants were confident what 

career they wanted to pursue after high school graduation (Appendix K). The mode for Item 4 

was "Strongly Agree" (Mo = 5). Of the participants who replied to Item 4, 17% neither agreed 

nor disagreed and 17% disagreed or strongly disagreed, while approximately 66% of the 

participants agreed or strongly agreed they knew which career to pursue after graduation. This 

seems to indicate that the majority of participants were aware of a career direction. 

The mean and median (M = 3.60, Mdn = 4.00) for Item 5 reports that participants 

believed they had researched the level of effort it would take to pursue their desired career. The 

mode was "Agree" (Mo = 4) (Appendix K). Approximately 17% of the participants disagreed or 

strongly disagreed and 23% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed with this item. 

However, 60% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed they had researched the level of 

effort it would take to pursue their chosen career.  

Approximately 68% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed they had an 

understanding of the educational requirements needed to pursue their chosen career (Item 6), 

however, approximately 12% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed, and 20% of the 

participants neither agreed nor disagreed. The participants’ response to Item 6 (M = 3.73, Mdn = 

4.00) indicated the group believed to have had an understanding of the educational requirements 

needed to pursue their chosen career. The most frequent response was "Agree" (Mo = 4) 

(Appendix K). 

Responses to Item 7 (M = 3.18, Mdn = 3.00) reported participants had a more neutral 

perception about high school preparing them academically for the workforce (Appendix K). The 

mode of 3 for Item 7 indicates the participants “Neither Agree nor Disagree” with this item. The 

data from Item 7 indicated approximately 41% agreed or strongly agreed that high school 
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prepared them academically for the workforce while approximately 25% of the participants 

disagreed or strongly disagreed and 34% neither agreed nor disagreed. 

Item 8, approximately 17% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed, 34% 

neither agreed nor disagreed, and 49% agreed or strongly agreed that high school supplied them 

with adequate information about postsecondary opportunities to make informed choices for their 

future (M = 3.36, Mdn = 3.00, Mo = 4). This data revealed the participants had a somewhat 

positively opinion that high school supplied them with adequate information about 

postsecondary opportunities to make informed choices for their future.  

Conclusion. A review of the data regarding students’ perceptions of their preparation in 

postsecondary and career awareness, reflected in Table 3, revealed the percentage of students 

selecting “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” for each of these items ranged from a high of 68% (Item 

6) to a low of 33% (Item 2). While the participants’ responses varied depending on the item, it 

indicated there was an inconsistent perception about students’ postsecondary and career 

awareness preparation. Approximately 66% of the participants believed their high school courses 

prepared them for postsecondary education (Item 1), while approximately 49% perceived they 

were academically ready for the workforce (Item 7). Items 4, 5, and 6 reflected 60% to 68% of 

the participants were confident in their perception of identifying which career to pursue and the 

needed educational requirements. However, 40% to 32% of the participants, combining the 

Likert scale responses for strongly disagree, disagree, and neither agree nor disagree, had not 

identified or were unsure of what career to pursue or did not understand the educational 

requirements needed. Item 3 indicated approximately 55% of the participants feels he or she 

lacked confidence that their high school supplied them with adequate information about career 

exploration to make informed choices for their future. Item 8 also indicated approximately 51% 
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of the participants believed their high school had not provided sufficient information about 

postsecondary opportunities. Analyzing the data for item two, combining the Likert scale 

responses for strongly disagree, disagree, and neither agree nor disagree, indicated at least 66% 

of the group of participants believed they had not received a sufficient amount of postsecondary 

advising from their school counselor. 

Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of postsecondary admission process? Table 4 illustrates the participants’ replies 

to each item associated to this category. The data in the table indicated the percentage and 

frequency of participant responses to the Likert scaled categories of “Strongly Disagree," 

"Disagree," "Neither Agree nor Disagree," "Agree," and "Strongly Agree.” Appendix L provides 

the mean, median, and mode of the responses for each of the survey items for the sample group 

related to this category. The number of participant responses to Items 1 to 7 ranged from 560 to 

565. 
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Table 4 

Postsecondary Admission Process Frequency and Percentage Responses 

 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

1. It is important to me to understand the postsecondary admission process. 
Frequency 8 12 68 238 239 

Percentage 1.4 2.1 12.0 42.1 42.3 

2. I plan to apply to one or more postsecondary institutions this fall. 
Frequency 14 42 108 189 210 

Percentage 2.5 7.5 19.2 33.6 37.3 

3. It is important for me to complete an application for each postsecondary institution I am 
considering. 

Frequency 6 18 82 231 224 

Percentage 1.1 3.2 14.6 41.2 39.9 

4. It is important for me to request a letter of recommendation as part of the postsecondary 
application process. 

Frequency 9 11 120 251 171 

Percentage 1.6 2.0 21.4 44.7 30.4 

5. It is important for me to complete a postsecondary entrance exam (SAT/ACT/Compass). 
Frequency 12 12 69 197 270 

Percentage 2.1 2.1 12.3 35.2 48.2 

6. Visiting a postsecondary campus during the school year may influence your decision to 
attend a postsecondary institution? 

Frequency 10 19 91 248 194 

Percentage 1.8 3.4 16.2 44.1 34.5 

7. I am aware of the postsecondary application process for the institutions to which I am 
going to apply. 

Frequency 27 93 166 180 96 

Percentage 4.8 16.5 29.5 32.0 17.1 

 

Item 1 illustrated that 84% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed to having 

recognized the importance of understanding the postsecondary admission process while 

approximately 4% disagreed or strongly disagreed and approximately 12% neither agreed nor 



92 

disagreed. Most of the participants valued the importance of understanding the postsecondary 

admission process (M = 4.22, Mdn = 4.00, Mo = 5) (Appendix L). 

Data for Item 2 (M = 3.96, Mdn = 4.00) indicated most of the participants believed they 

planned to apply to one or more postsecondary institutions this fall (Appendix L). The most 

frequent response for Item 2 was "Strongly Agree" (Mo= 5). Approximately 19% of the 

participants neither agreed nor disagreed and approximately 10% disagreed or strongly disagreed 

with having a plan to apply to one or more postsecondary institutions this fall. Approximately 

71% of participants agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that they were planning to 

apply to one or more postsecondary institutions this fall. 

Of the participants who responded to Item 3, 15% neither agreed nor disagreed, 4% 

disagreed or strongly disagreed, and approximately 81% of the participants agreed or strongly 

agreed they understood the importance of completing an application for each postsecondary 

institution they planned to attend. Responses to Item 3 (M = 4.16, Mdn = 4.00, Mo = 4) shows 

that most of the participants believed it was important to complete postsecondary applications 

(Appendix L). 

Responses to Item 4 showed approximately 4% of the participants disagreed or strongly 

disagreed, 21% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed, and 75% of the participants 

agreed or strongly agreed they understood the importance of securing a letter of recommendation 

in order to complete the postsecondary application process. Data for Item 4 (M = 4.00, Mdn = 

4.00, Mo = 4) indicated most of the participants agreed it was important to request a letter of 

recommendation (Appendix L). 

The participants’ response to Item 5 (M = 4.25, Mdn = 4.00) indicated that most of the 

participants agree it was important for them to complete an entrance exam in order to pursue a 
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postsecondary education. The mode indicated "Strongly Agree" (Mo = 5) was the most 

commonly selected response (Appendix L). Approximately 83% of responses to Item 5 

expressed strong agreement or agreement to the importance of completing a postsecondary exam 

such as the ACT, SAT, or Compass. However, approximately 4% of the participants disagreed or 

strongly disagreed and 12% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed to the statement. 

In Item 6, approximately 79% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that making a 

postsecondary campus visit may influence their decision to attend a particular institution. 

Approximately 5% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed and 16% neither agreed 

nor disagreed to the statement (M = 4.06, Mdn = 4.00) which indicated the participants believed 

visiting a postsecondary campus during the school year may influence their decision to attend a 

postsecondary institution. The most frequently selected response was "Agree" (Mo =  4) 

(Appendix L). 

The mean and median for Item 7 (M =3.40, Mdn = 3.00) indicates participants were 

neutral to the statement that they were aware of the postsecondary application process for the 

institution to which they planned to apply, however, the most frequent response was "Agree" 

(Mo = 4). Approximately 21% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed and 30% 

neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement, while 49% agreed or strongly agreed they were 

aware of the process. 

Conclusion. A review of the data dealing with students’ perceptions of their 

understanding of the postsecondary and career admission process reveals the percentage of 

students selecting “Strongly Agree" or "Agree” for each of these items ranged from a high of 

84% (Item 1) to a low of 49% (Item 7). The modes for all items in this category were 4’s and 5’s. 

This supports the claim that many of the participants acknowledged the importance of 
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understanding the various parts of completing the postsecondary application process. While these 

could be considered positive responses, there appears that a number of students lack confidence 

in understanding the postsecondary and career admission process while in high school. The data 

from Item 7 indicated that approximately 51% the participants were unaware of the 

postsecondary application process to specific institutions. The researcher recognized that the 

participants’ responses in this category may be skewed by whether or not a participant had a 

postsecondary plan. 

Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers? Table 5 

illustrates the participant replies to each item associated with this category. The data in the table 

indicated the percentage and frequency of participant responses to each level of the Likert scale. 

The mean, median, and mode for each of the survey items are provided in Appendix M. The 

number of participant responses for Items 1 to 8 ranged from 561 to 565.  
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Table 5 

Academic Readiness for Postsecondary Education and Careers Frequency and Percentage 
Responses 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

1. My GPA was important to me throughout high school. 
Frequency 9 34 85 191 246 

Percentage 1.6 6.0 15.0 33.8 43.5 

2. It was important to me to take rigorous academic courses (honors/AP/concurrent credit 
courses). 

Frequency 30 91 150 146 147 

Percentage 5.3 16.1 26.5 25.9 26.1 

3. I challenged myself academically to prepare for a postsecondary education and the 
workforce. 

Frequency 11 54 140 204 153 

Percentage 2.0 9.6 24.9 36.3 27.2 

4. I feel academically prepared to pursue a postsecondary education. 
Frequency 10 44 134 270 103 

Percentage 1.8 7.8 23.9 48.1 18.4 

5. My school counselor provided academic guidance to prepare me for a postsecondary 
education. 

Frequency 45 122 180 164 53 

Percentage 8.0 21.6 31.9 29.1 9.4 

6. My school counselor provided academic guidance to prepare me to enter the workforce. 
Frequency 59 147 184 138 35 

Percentage 10.5 26.1 32.7 24.5 6.2 

7. Other high school personnel provided academic guidance to prepare me for a postsecondary 
education. 

Frequency 0 108 183 272 0 

Percentage 0.0 19.2 32.5 48.3 0.0 

8. Other high school personnel provided academic guidance to prepare me to enter the 
workforce. 

Frequency 0 161 188 213 0 

Percentage 0.0 28.6 33.5 37.9 0.0 
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In Item 1, approximately 77% of the participants strongly agree or agree their GPA was 

important to them throughout high school, while approximately 8% strongly disagree or disagree 

and 15% neither agree nor disagree. Item 1 responses (M = 4.21, Mdn = 4.00) indicated 

participants as a group valued their grade point average (GPA) throughout high school. The 

mode of 5 indicates the participants “Strongly Agree” with this item. 

The response for Item 2 indicated that approximately 26% neither agreed nor disagreed 

and 21% disagreed or strongly disagreed that taking rigorous academic courses was of value 

during high school. This left approximately 52% of the participants who agreed or strongly 

agreed it was important to them to take rigorous academic courses while in high school. Item 2 

(M = 3.51, Mdn = 4.00) showed the participants tended to be concerned about taking rigorous 

academic courses, though the mode indicated “Neither Agree nor Disagree” (𝑀𝑜 = 3) (Appendix 

M). The mode of 3 (26.5%) was within one percentage point of strongly agree (26.1%) and agree 

(25.9%). 

Of the participants who replied to Item 3, approximately 25% neither agreed nor 

disagreed and 12% disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that they believed they had 

challenged themselves academically to prepare for postsecondary education and the workforce. 

Approximately 64% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that they had academically 

challenged themselves. Responses from Item 3 (M = 3.77, Mdn = 4.00) indicated that most of the 

participants were confident in believing they had challenged themselves academically to prepare 

for a postsecondary education and the workforce (Appendix M). The most common response to 

Item 3 was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4). 

In Item 4, approximately 9% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed and 24% 

of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed to believing they were academically ready to 
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pursue a postsecondary education. However, 66% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed 

they felt academically prepared to pursue a postsecondary education. The mean and median (M = 

3.73, Mdn = 4.00) indicated most of the participants agreed they felt they were academically 

prepared to pursue a postsecondary education. The mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix M). 

Approximately 38% of the participants for Item 5 agreed or strongly agreed that their 

high school counselor provided academic guidance to prepare them for a postsecondary 

education, while approximately 32% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed and 

approximately 30% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed. The mean, median, and 

mode for Item 5 indicate a neutral response (M = 3.10, Mdn = 3.00, 𝑀𝑜 = 3) with participants 

more or less equally divided (Appendix M). 

The responses for Item 6 indicated approximately a third (36%) of the participants 

disagreed or strongly disagreed they had received sufficient academic guidance from their high 

school counselor to prepare them to enter the workforce. A third (31%) of the participants agreed 

or strongly agreed and a third (33%) responded that they neither agreed nor disagreed to having 

received sufficient academic guidance from their school counselor to prepare for the workforce 

(Table 5). The mean and median (M = 2.90, Mdn = 3.00) for Item 6 was a neutral response. The 

mode for item six was “Neither Agree nor Disagree” (𝑀𝑜 = 3) (Appendix M). 

Data from Item 7, indicated approximately 48% agreed other high school personnel 

provided academic guidance for postsecondary education. The participants reported 

approximately 19% disagreed and 33% neither agreed nor disagreed to other high school 

personnel providing academic guidance. Responses from Item 7 (M = 3.29, Mdn = 3.00) 

indicated the participants neither agreed nor disagreed that other high school personnel provided 

academic guidance for a postsecondary education, however the mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) 
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(Appendix M). If the participant selected “Agree,” he or she had a follow up item. In the follow 

up item, approximately 73% of the participants identified teachers as the other high school 

personnel who provided academic guidance. 

In Item 8, approximately 29% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed and 

34% neither agreed nor disagreed that other high school personnel supplied them with academic 

guidance to be prepared to enter the workforce, while 38% agreed or strongly agreed. The mean 

and median (M = 3.09, Mdn = 3.00) for Item 8 indicated a neutral response that other high school 

personnel supplied them with adequate academic guidance to help prepare them to enter the 

workforce, while the mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix M).  

Conclusion. A review of the data dealing with students’ perceptions of their academic 

readiness for postsecondary education reflected in Table 5 reveals the percentage of students 

selecting “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” for each of these items ranged from a high of 77% (Item 

1) to a low of 31% (Item 6). While these “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” responses vary, there 

appears to remain a substantial number of students who lack confidence that their postsecondary 

academic readiness needs are being met. The data from participants for Item 5, 6, 7, and 8 

indicated less than 50% believed their high school counselor or other high school personnel 

provided academic guidance to prepare them for a postsecondary education or to enter the work 

force. 

Approximately 52% of the group of participants for Item 2 believed it was important to 

take academically rigorous courses in high school. Of the participants for Item 4, 66% felt 

academically ready to pursue a postsecondary education, while approximately 63% of the 

participants believed they had challenged themselves academically to prepare for a 

postsecondary education and the workforce. The researcher noted the similarities of the data 
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collected from Item 4 in this category and Item 1 from the postsecondary and career awareness 

category which indicates that approximately 66% of the participants for both items responded to 

“Strongly Agree” or “Agree” to being academically prepared to pursue a postsecondary 

education. The data from the academic readiness postsecondary education and careers category 

informs high school personnel of the need to increase supports to assist students to become 

academically ready by graduation and to pursue a postsecondary education and career. 

Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of postsecondary monetary cost? Table 6 illustrates the participant replies to each 

item associated with this category. The data in the table indicated the percentage and frequency 

of participant responses to each level of the Likert scale. The mean, median, and mode for each 

of the survey items are provided in Appendix N. The number of participant responses for Items 1 

to 14 ranged from 559 to 564.  
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Table 6 

Postsecondary Monetary Cost Frequency and Percentage Responses 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

1. I have an estimation of what it would cost me to attend a postsecondary institution. 
Frequency 21 69 96 261 114 

Percentage 3.7 12.3 17.1 46.5 20.3 

2. It is important for me to understand the postsecondary financial aid process. 
Frequency 7 10 52 248 245 

Percentage 1.2 1.8 9.3 44.1 43.6 

3. I understand the difference between Pell Grants, student loans, scholarships, and work study 
programs. 

Frequency 75 146 117 167 57 

Percentage 13.3 26.0 20.8 29.7 10.1 

4. I plan to complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form. 
Frequency 16 41 159 160 186 

Percentage 2.8 7.3 28.3 28.5 33.1 

5. I am confident in my ability to complete the FAFSA form with my parents/guardians. 
Frequency 19 34 172 194 140 

Percentage 3.4 6.1 30.8 34.7 25.0 

6. Having to navigate the financial aid process will affect my decision to pursue a 
postsecondary education. 

Frequency 30 60 175 195 102 

Percentage 5.3 10.7 31.1 34.7 18.1 

7. I will need assistance from my school counselor to complete the FAFSA form. 
Frequency 36 81 254 137 55 

Percentage 6.4 14.4 45.1 24.3 9.8 

8. The results of the financial aid process will affect my decision to pursue a postsecondary 
education. 

Frequency 36 84 168 191 84 

Percentage 6.4 14.9 29.8 33.9 14.9 
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 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

9. My family’s financial situation will influence my decision to pursue a postsecondary 
education. 

Frequency 46 96 129 168 122 

Percentage 8.2 17.1 23.0 29.9 21.7 

10. My family’s financial situation will influence which postsecondary institutions I consider. 
Frequency 35 53 118 219 138 

Percentage 6.2 9.4 21.0 38.9 24.5 

11. It is important to me to apply for scholarships so I can pursue a postsecondary education. 
Frequency 6 23 92 189 252 

Percentage 1.1 4.1 16.4 33.5 44.9 

12. It is important for me to receive scholarships so I can pursue a postsecondary education. 
Frequency 9 19 107 176 249 

Percentage 1.6 3.4 19.1 31.4 44.5 

13. I will need to work, while I pursue my postsecondary education. 
Frequency 9 21 109 203 219 

Percentage 1.6 3.7 19.4 36.2 39.0 

14. I am willing to accept a student loan in order to pursue my education. 
Frequency 40 43 166 190 125 

Percentage 7.1 7.6 29.4 33.7 22.2 

 

The mean and median (M = 3.67, Mdn = 4.00) for Item 1 indicates that most participants 

were confident in their understanding of the cost at attend a postsecondary institution. The mode 

for Item 1 was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix N). Approximately 67% of the participants agreed 

or strongly agreed that they had an estimation of what it would cost to attend a postsecondary 

institution, while 16% disagreed or strongly disagreed and 17% neither agreed nor disagreed. 

Item 2 (M = 4.27, Mdn = 4.00) revealed that most of the participants had a strong belief 

that it was important for them to understand the postsecondary financial aid process (Appendix 

N). The mode for Item 2 was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4). Approximately 9% of the participants neither 
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agreed nor disagreed, 3% disagreed or strongly disagreed, and approximately 85% of the 

participants agreed or strongly agreed it was vital for them to understand the postsecondary 

financial aid process. 

Responses for Item 3 indicated that approximately 39% of the participants disagreed or 

strongly disagreed that they understood the differences between Pell Grants, student loans, 

scholarships, and work study programs. Approximately 40% of the participants agreed or 

strongly agreed that they had an understanding of the various types of financial aid programs and 

21% responded that they neither agreed nor disagreed. The mean and median for Item 3 showed 

a neutral response (M = 2.97, Mdn = 3.00), though participants selected “Agree” as the mode 

(𝑀𝑜 =  4) (Appendix N). 

Of the participants who responded to Item 4, 28% neither agreed nor disagreed and 10% 

disagreed or strongly disagreed to planning to complete the FAFSA form. Approximately 60% of 

the participants agreed or strongly agreed that they plan to complete the FAFSA form in order to 

attend a postsecondary institution. Item 4 (M = 3.82, Mdn = 4.00) indicated most students 

believe they planned to complete the FAFSA form, while the mode was “Strongly Agree” 

(𝑀𝑜 = 5) (Appendix N). 

Item 5 illustrated that approximately 10% of the participants disagreed or strongly 

disagreed and 31% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed having the ability to complete 

the FAFSA form. However, 60% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that they had the 

ability with parents/guardians to complete the FAFSA form. The mean and median (M = 3.72, 

Mdn = 4.00) for Item 5 reports that most participants were confident in their ability to complete 

the FAFSA form with parents/guardians. The mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix N).  
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Approximately 53% of the participants for Item 6 agreed or strongly agreed to having to 

navigate the financial aid process would influence their decision to pursue a postsecondary 

education, however, approximately 16% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed and 

31% neither agree nor disagree. Data from Item 6 (M = 3.80, Mdn = 4.00) indicates the group of 

participants believed navigating the financial aid process could influence their decision to pursue 

a postsecondary education. The mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix N). 

Responses from Item 7 indicated approximately 34% of participants agreed or strongly 

agreed they would need assistance, however, approximately 21% disagreed or strongly disagreed 

and 45% neither agreed nor disagreed to needing assistance from their school counselor to 

complete the FAFSA. The mean and median (M = 3.17 Mdn = 3.00) for Item 7 was a neutral 

response. The mode was “Neither Agree nor Disagree” (𝑀𝑜 = 3) (Appendix N). 

In Item 8, approximately 21% of the participants’ responses were “Disagree” or 

“Strongly Disagree” and 30% “Neither Agree nor Disagree” the results from the financial aid 

process would affect their decision to pursue a postsecondary education, while approximately 

49% agreed or strongly agreed. The mean and median (M = 3.36, Mdn = 3.00) for Item 8 

indicates a neutral response, though the participants selected “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix N).  

Item 9 data had approximately 52% of the participants who agreed or strongly agreed 

their family situation would influence their decision to pursue a postsecondary education, while 

25% disagreed or strongly disagreed and 23% neither agreed nor disagreed. The mean and 

median (M = 3.40, Mdn = 4.00) for this item supports the belief of the participants’ family 

financial situation would have an influence on their decision to pursue a postsecondary 

education. The mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix N).  
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The mean and median (M = 3.66, Mdn = 4.00) for Item 10 indicates the participants 

believed their family financial situation would influence what postsecondary institution they 

would consider attending. The mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix N). The data for Item 10 

indicated approximately 21% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed and approximately 

16% disagreed or strongly disagreed, however, approximately 63% of the participants agreed or 

strongly agreed their family financial situation would influence which postsecondary institutions 

they applied to. 

In Item 11, approximately 78% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that it was 

important for them to apply for scholarships. However, approximately 5% disagreed or strongly 

disagreed and 16% neither agreed nor disagreed to seeing the relevance to apply for scholarships 

to pursue postsecondary education. The mean and median (M = 4.47, Mdn = 4.00) for Item 11 

indicated the group of participants recognized the importance of applying for scholarships in 

order to attend a postsecondary institution. The mode was “Strongly Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 5) 

(Appendix N).  

The data for Item 12 indicated approximately 76% of the participants agreed or strongly 

agreed it was important to receive scholarships to attend a postsecondary institution while 5% 

disagreed or strongly disagreed and approximately 19% neither agreed nor disagreed. Item 12 (M 

= 4.41, Mdn = 4.00) showed the participants believed it was important for them to receive 

scholarships in order to pursue a postsecondary education. The mode was “Strongly Agree” 

(𝑀𝑜 = 5) (Appendix N).  

The mean and median (M = 4.07, Mdn = 4.00) for Item 13 responses indicated the 

participants believed they would have to work while pursuing their postsecondary education. The 

mode was “Strongly Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 5) (Appendix N). Item 13 illustrated approximately 5% of 
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the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed and 19% of the participants neither agreed nor 

disagreed to their need of having to work while attending a postsecondary institution. However, 

75% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed they would need to work. 

Approximately 56% of the participants for Item 14 were willing to accept a student loan 

to pursue their postsecondary education, while 15% disagreed or strongly disagreed and 29% 

neither agreed nor disagreed. Item 14 (M = 3.56, Mdn = 4.00) data indicated the participants 

were willing to accept financial aid assistant through a student loan. The mode was “Agree” 

(𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix N). 

Conclusion. A review of the data dealing with students’ perceptions of their 

understanding of postsecondary monetary cost as reflected in Table 6 reveals that the percentage 

of students selecting “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” for each of these items ranged from a high of 

88% (Item 2) to a low of 35% (Item 7). While the “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” responses vary, 

there remain a number of students who lack an understanding of their financial needs in the 

postsecondary monetary costs category. Of the participants for Item 1, 67% believed they have 

accurately sized up the cost of attending a postsecondary institution. Approximately 62% of the 

participants planned to complete the FAFSA form (Item 4), while 60% were confident in their 

ability to complete it with their parents/guardian (Item 5). The data for these two items showed 

that approximately a third of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed that they plan to 

complete the FAFSA form with their parents/guardians. However, Item 6 indicated that 43% of 

the participants believed that having to navigate the financial aid process would influence their 

postsecondary decision-making. 

The data from the group of participants for Item 3 indicated that 40% strongly disagree or 

disagree and 21% neither agree nor disagree to understanding the different types of financial aid 
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programs available to them. However, 88% of the participants selected “Strongly Agree” or 

“Agree” to Item 2, indicating the importance of understanding the financial aid process. Items 8, 

9, and 10 showed that 48% to 63% of the participants were of the opinion that their family’s 

financial situation, together with the results of the financial aid process would influence their 

postsecondary decision-making. 

Items 11, 12, and 13 showed that 75% to 78% of the participants believed it would be 

important to apply for scholarships and be willing to work in order to pursue a postsecondary 

education. Those who responded to this category were students who may or may not have had 

plans to pursue a postsecondary education. Of the 566 total survey participants, 470 indicated 

they planned to pursue postsecondary education, 425 either agreed or strongly agreed that it was 

important for them to receive a scholarship in order to pursue a postsecondary education (Item 

12). Of the responses for Item 14, 56% indicated they were willing to accept a student loan to 

pursue a postsecondary education while 29% neither agreed nor disagreed and 15% disagreed or 

strongly disagreed. 

Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of social capital influences for postsecondary education? 

Table 7 shows the participants’ replies to each item associated to this category. The data 

in the table indicated the percentage and frequency of participant responses to the Likert scaled 

categories of “Strongly Disagree," "Disagree," "Neither Agree nor Disagree," "Agree," and 

"Strongly Agree.” Appendix O provides the mean, median, and mode of the responses for each 

of the survey items for the sample group related to this category. The number of participant 

responses to Items 1 to 12 ranged from 560 to 565.   
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Table 7 

Social Capital Influences for Postsecondary Education Frequency and Percentage Responses 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

1. I have often discussed postsecondary admission requirements with my school counselor. 
Frequency 103 208 151 69 33 

Percentage 18.3 36.9 26.8 12.2 5.9 

2. I am satisfied with the postsecondary information I received from my school counselor. 
Frequency 72 133 234 95 31 

Percentage 12.7 23.5 41.4 16.8 5.5 

3 I have discussed my career aspirations with my school counselor. 
Frequency 88 159 141 127 46 

Percentage 15.7 28.3 25.1 22.6 8.2 

4. I have discussed my career aspirations with an adult in my community. 
Frequency 18 33 93 231 190 

Percentage 3.2 5.8 16.5 40.9 33.6 

5. Adults in the community influenced my decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 
Frequency 26 72 135 216 113 

Percentage 4.6 12.8 24.0 38.4 20.1 

6. I have often discussed postsecondary admission requirements with a high school staff 
member other than my counselor. 

Frequency 63 130 154 153 65 

Percentage 11.2 23.0 27.3 27.1 11.5 

7. I would be willing to meet with a high school career counselor to discuss my postsecondary 
and career goals if one was available. 

Frequency 16 19 119 233 177 

Percentage 2.8 3.4 21.1 41.3 31.4 

8. I have often discussed my career aspirations with my parents/guardians. 
Frequency 7 18 96 191 248 

Percentage 1.3 3.2 17.1 34.1 44.3 

9. I have often discussed postsecondary opportunities with my parents/guardians. 
Frequency 13 31 95 198 224 

Percentage 2.3 5.5 16.9 35.3 39.9 
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 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

10. My parents were involved in my education throughout high school. 
Frequency 20 35 101 203 201 

Percentage 3.6 6.3 18.0 36.3 35.9 

11. Going on to postsecondary education was an expectation in my household growing up. 
Frequency 15 36 127 152 235 

Percentage 2.7 6.4 22.5 26.9 41.6 

12. My peers had some influence about my decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 
Frequency 54 83 169 176 80 

Percentage 9.6 14.8 30.1 31.3 14.2 

 

The mean and median (M =2.51, Mdn = 2.00) for Item 1 responses indicated that the 

participants generally disagree to meeting often to discuss postsecondary admission requirements 

with their school counselor. The most common response by the participants was “Disagree” 

(𝑀𝑜 = 2). Item 1 illustrated that approximately 55% of the participants disagreed or strongly 

disagreed to having met with their school counselor often to discuss postsecondary admission 

requirements, while approximately 18% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed and 27% 

neither agreed nor disagreed. 

Item 2 (M = 2.79, Mdn = 3.00) data indicated the participants responded neither agreed 

nor disagreed to being satisfied with the postsecondary information they received from their 

school counselor. The mode for Item 2 was “Neither Agree nor Disagree” (𝑀𝑜 = 3) (Appendix 

O). Approximately 41% neither agreed nor disagreed and approximately 36% disagreed or 

strongly disagreed that they were satisfied with the postsecondary information they received 

from their school counselor. This left approximately 23% of the participants who agreed or 

strongly agreed to being satisfied with the postsecondary information they received from their 

school counselor in order to make informed decisions about their future. 
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Of the participants who replied to Item 3, approximately 25% neither agreed nor 

disagreed, approximately 44% disagreed or strongly disagreed, and approximately 31% of the 

participants agreed or strongly agreed that they had discussed their career aspirations with their 

school counselor. Item 3 responses (M = 2.79, Mdn =3.00) indicated that the participants neither 

agreed nor disagreed to having discussed their career aspirations with their school counselor. The 

mode was “Disagree” (𝑀𝑜 = 2) (Appendix O).  

The mean and median (M = 3.96, Mdn = 4.00) for Item 4 showed the participants had 

discussed their career aspirations with an adult in the community. The mode was “Agree” 

(𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix O). Item 4, illustrated approximately 9% of the participants’ disagreed or 

strongly disagreed, 17% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed while, approximately 

75% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed to discussing career aspirations with an adult in 

the community.  

Approximately 59% of the participants responded to Item 5 as “Strongly Agree” or 

“Agree” that the adults in the community influenced their decision to pursue a postsecondary 

education, however, approximately 17% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed and 

24% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed. Response from Item 5 (M = 3.57, Mdn = 

4.00) indicated the adults in the community influenced their decision to pursue a postsecondary 

education. Item 5 had a mode of 4 (Appendix O). 

The mean and median for Item 6 was a neutral response (M = 3.05, Mdn =3.00) 

(Appendix O). The responses for Item 6 indicated approximately a third of the participants 

agreed or strongly agreed they had often discussed postsecondary admission requirements with a 

high school staff member other than their counselor. Approximately a third of the participants 

disagreed or strongly disagreed and approximately third responded they neither agreed nor 
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disagreed to discussing postsecondary admission requirements with other staff high school staff 

members. The most common response from the participants was “Neither Agree nor Disagree” 

(𝑀𝑜 = 3) (Appendix O). 

Item 7 (M = 3.95, Mdn = 4.00) showed the participants would be willing to meet with a 

high school career counselor to discuss postsecondary and career goals if one was available. The 

mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix O). The response for Item 7 indicated approximately 

73% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed they would be willing to access high school 

career counseling services if it was available. However, approximately 6% of the participants 

disagreed or strongly disagreed and 21% neither agreed nor disagreed to being willing to meet 

with a school career counselor to discuss postsecondary and career goals if one was available. 

The mean and median (M = 4.17, Mdn = 4.00) for Item 8 showed the participants often 

discussed their career aspirations with parents/guardians. The mode was “Strongly Agree” 

𝑀𝑜 = 5) (Appendix O). In Item eight, approximately 5% of the participants disagreed or 

strongly disagreed and 17% neither agreed nor disagreed to having discussed career aspirations 

with parents/guardians, while 78% agreed or strongly agreed. 

Item 9 indicated approximately 17% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed and 

approximately 8% disagreed or strongly disagreed to discussing postsecondary opportunities 

with parents/guardians. Approximately 75% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed they 

often discussed postsecondary options with their parents/guardian. Item 9 (M = 4.05, Mdn =4.00) 

indicated participants believed they had discussed postsecondary opportunities with 

parents/guardians. The mode was “Strongly Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 5) (Appendix O). 

Of the participants’ response to Item 10, approximately 18% neither agreed nor disagreed 

and approximately 10% disagreed or strongly disagreed with this item. However, approximately 
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72% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed their parent/guardians were involved in their 

high school education. Response to Item 10 (M = 3.95, Mdn = 4.00) indicated participants agree 

with this item. The mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix O). 

The mean and median (M = 3.98, Mdn = 4.00) for Item 11 indicated participants believed 

there was an expectation in the home to pursue a postsecondary education. The mode for Item 11 

was “Strongly Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 5) (Appendix O). In Item 11, approximately 69% of the 

participants agreed or strongly agreed there was an established expectation in the home to pursue 

a postsecondary education while growing up. However, approximately 22% neither agreed nor 

disagreed and approximately 9% disagreed or strongly disagreed to this item. 

Approximately 46% of the participants for Item 12 agreed or strongly agreed that peers 

influenced their decision to pursue a postsecondary education, while 25% disagreed or strongly 

disagreed and 30% neither agreed nor disagreed. Item 12 (M = 3.26, Mdn = 3.00) indicated the 

participants were neutral about their peers having some influence about their decision to pursue a 

postsecondary education, however, the mode was “Agree” (𝑀𝑜 = 4) (Appendix O). 

Conclusion. A review of the data dealing with students’ perceptions of their social 

capital influences for postsecondary education reflected in Table 7 revealed that the percentage 

of students selecting “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” for each of these items ranged from a high of 

78% (Item 8) to a low of 18% (Item 1). Though the participants’ responses varied depending on 

the item, it indicated there was an inconsistency of perception about their social capital 

influences for postsecondary education. 

Items 8, 9, and 11 indicated that 69% to 78% of participants had postsecondary and 

career discussions and expectations in their household during high school. Approximately 72% 

of the participants indicated their parents/guardians were involved in their education through 
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high school (Item 10). The data from Item 4 indicated approximately 75% of participants 

discussed career aspirations with an adult in the community. Of the participants, approximately 

59% believed an adult in the community influenced their decision to pursue a postsecondary 

education (Item 5). Participants selected more positive responses when the items referred to 

parents/guardian and other adults in the community as providing support for postsecondary and 

career counseling services than school counselors. Approximately 46% of the participants 

indicated that they strongly agreed or agreed that their peers had had some influence about their 

decision to pursue a postsecondary education (Item 12). 

The participants’ responses for Item 6, indicated 39% discussed postsecondary admission 

requirements with a high school staff member other than a counselor, however, 27% neither 

agreed nor disagreed and 34% disagreed or strongly disagreed. Item 3 showed that 31% of the 

participants believed they had discussed their career aspirations with their school counselor while 

44% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed, and 25% neither agreed nor disagreed. 

Item 1 reflected 55% of the participants indicated they disagreed or strongly disagreed that they 

had often discussed their postsecondary admission requirements with their school counselor 

while approximately 18% strongly agreed and agreed and 27% neither agreed nor disagreed. 

Approximately 23% of the group of participants indicated for Item 2 they were satisfied with the 

postsecondary information they had received from their school counselor while approximately 

41% neither agreed nor disagreed and 36% disagreed or strongly disagreed. The data indicated 

the participants were either neutral or dissatisfied with their postsecondary information they 

received from their counselor, however, approximately 73% of the group of participants 

responded they would be willing to meet with a high school career counselor to discuss 

postsecondary and career goals, if one were available. 
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Correlation Coefficient 

Research Questions 2, 3, and 4 were created to determine the existence of any 

relationship between students’ postsecondary plans and income, counseling services, and 

parental educational level through ordinal data collected by an online survey. A non-parametric 

test, the Spearman’s rho, was used to determine the level of the students’ postsecondary 

educational plans and the variables identified in the Research Questions 2, 3, and 4. A 

relationship between two variables is explained through a numerical index is known as a 

correlation coefficient (Salkind, 2014). A correlation coefficient table has been developed by 

experts to provide guidance to researchers as they interpret data (Salkind, 2014). The correlation 

coefficient table is located in Table 8. 

Table 8 

Interpreting a Correlation Coefficient 

Size of the Correlation Coefficient General Interpretation 
.8 to 1.0 Very strong relationship 
.6 to .8 Strong relationship 
.4 to .6 Moderate relationship 
.2 to .4 Weak relationship 
.0 to .2 Weak or no relationship 
Note: Adapted from Statistics for People Who Think They Hate Statistics, (5th ed.). by N. J. 
Salkind, p. 92. Copyright 2014 by Sage Publications. 
 
Coefficient of Determination 

The coefficient of determination is an indicator of the degree to which variables share 

variance (Salkind, 2014; Tanner, 2012). It is often used to provide more information when the 

coefficient correlation is statistically significant. Calculations for the coefficient correlations for 

Research Questions 2, 3, and 4 are shown in the following paragraphs, along with the coefficient 

of determination. The coefficient of determination is calculated by the square of the r-value 
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multiplied by 100 provides the percentage of the variance of one variable that is explained by the 

variance of the other variable. 

Question 2: What is the relationship between socioeconomic status, as measured by 

parental income, and Idaho students’ plans for postsecondary education? The Spearman’s 

rho correlation, a non-parametric statistical test, was conducted to assess the relationship 

between socioeconomic status, as measured by parental income, and students’ plans for 

postsecondary education (N = 532). Item 15 was used from the demographic survey category 

which asked the participants to identify their parental income levels. The researcher coded the 

socioeconomic values from 1 to 6. Data from participants who selected “I don’t know” or did not 

respond to this item were omitted from this calculation (N = 207). Of the participants who 

reported as having a postsecondary plan, 37% were unaware of their family’s estimated annual 

household income. This may have skewed the results. Participants who responded to Item 9 and 

who had postsecondary plans numbered 325. The recoded values are as follows: 

• 0 = I do not know 

• 1 = Less than $10,000 

• 2 = $10,000 to $25,000 

• 3 = $25,000 to $35,000 

• 4 = $35,000 to $50,000 

• 5 = $50,000 to $75,000 

• 6 = More than $75,000 

The researcher recoded the value for student post high school graduation plans from 0 to 6. The 

recoded order for Item 9 is used in Research Questions 2, 3, and 4. The recoded order is as 

follows: 
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• 0 = Other 

• 1 = Undecided 

• 2 = Obtain full-time employment and not enroll in further education at this time 

• 3 = Enter military service 

• 4 = Enroll in a trade, technical, or business training program (while employed or not 

employed) 

• 5 = Enroll in a two-year college (while employed or not employed) 

• 6 = Enroll in a four-year college/university (while employed or not employed) 

(Cumberland Regional High School, 2010). 

The Spearman’s rho achieved an r-value = .120, p < 0.05. Table 8 indicates a weak positive 

relationship between socioeconomic status, as measured by parental income, and student plans 

for postsecondary education. The relationship was statistically significant (p = .026). The use of 

the coefficient of determination 𝑟2 = .014 indicates that 1.4% of the variance of students’ plans 

can be explained by the variance to socioeconomic status (Salkind, 2014; Tanner, 2012). The 

researcher acknowledges that the correlation results are so slight, it cannot be considered as to 

having practical significance. 

Question 3: What is the relationship between Idaho students’ plans for 

postsecondary education and access to high school counseling services? A Spearman’s rank-

order correlation was run to assess the relationship between students’ plans for postsecondary 

education and access to high school counseling services (N = 532). In the social capital category, 

Item 70 from the online survey was selected because it addressed participants’ access to high 

school counseling services. Item 70 states, “I have often discussed postsecondary admission 

requirements with my school counselor” and was analyzed against participant responses to 
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postsecondary plans, Item 9, in the demographic category (Appendix A). The students’ 

postsecondary plan values were coded in the same order as established in Research Question 2 

and 4. Data from participants who selected “Other” were omitted from this calculation (N = 23). 

The 5-point Likert scale for Item 70 responses were used and ranked: “Strongly Disagree" - 1, 

"Disagree" - 2, "Neither Agree nor Disagree" - 3, "Agree" - 4, and "Strongly Agree" - 5. 

The Spearman’s rho achieved an r-value = -.107, p < 0.05. Table 8 indicates the 

relationship between students’ plans for postsecondary education and access to high school 

counseling services was a weak negative correlation meaning as one variable increases the other 

decreases (Tanner, 2012). As noted by Tanner (2012), the sign of the relationship does not 

indicate the strength of the correlation. The negative relationship between student postsecondary 

plans and access to high school counseling services was statistically significant (p = .014). The 

inverse relationship between the quality of the postsecondary plans and student access to high 

school counseling services is slightly greater than to be expected by chance. The researcher 

acknowledges that the correlation results are so slight, it cannot be considered as to having 

practical significance. The use of the coefficient of determination 𝑟2 = .011 indicates 1.1% of the 

variance of students’ plans can be explained by the variance to students’ access to counseling 

services.  

In addition to the data from item 70, there were five items that provided information 

about the participants’ opinions concerning the value of the postsecondary planning information 

from school counselors. The online survey contained six items which addressed students’ 

perception of counseling services they received during high school for postsecondary and 

workforce information. These items were from the postsecondary and career awareness, 
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academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers, and the social capital influence for 

postsecondary education categories.  

The data in Appendix Q shares the mean, median, and mode for the six items which 

pertain to high school counseling services from the online survey. The mode for each of these 

items indicates that the participants selected “Disagree” or “Neither Agree nor Disagree” as the 

most common response. Table 9 illustrates the participant frequency and percentage responses to 

the six items. 

The responses for Item 21 in Table 9 indicated approximately a third of the participants 

disagreed or strongly disagreed they had received sufficient postsecondary advising from their 

school counselor. Another third of the participants agreed or strongly agreed they had received 

sufficient postsecondary advising from their school counselor and a third responded they neither 

agreed nor disagreed to having received sufficient postsecondary advising. 

Approximately 38% of the participants for Item 46 agreed or strongly agreed their high 

school counselor provided academic guidance to prepare them for a postsecondary education, 

while approximately 32% of the participants neither agreed nor disagreed and approximately 

30% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed. Item 47 responses indicated 

approximately a third (36%) of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed they had received 

sufficient academic guidance from their high school counselor to prepare them to enter the 

workforce. A third (31%) of the participants agreed or strongly agreed and a third (33%) 

responded they neither agreed nor disagreed to having received sufficient academic guidance 

from their school counselor to prepare for the workforce  

Item 70 illustrated approximately 55% of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed 

to having met with their school counselor often to discuss postsecondary admission 
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requirements, while approximately 18% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed and 27% 

neither agreed nor disagreed. In Item 71 approximately 41% neither agreed nor disagreed and 

approximately 36% strongly disagree or disagree and 23% agreed or strongly agreed that they 

were satisfied with the postsecondary information they received from their school counselor. Of 

the participants who replied to Item 72, approximately 25% neither agreed nor disagreed, 

approximately 44% disagreed or strongly disagreed, and approximately 31% of the participants 

agreed or strongly agreed that they had discussed their career aspirations with their school 

counselor.  

As a result of the data collected from the six survey items pertaining to counseling 

services based on participants’ perception, there was a lack of postsecondary and career guidance 

received by high school students according to their perception. Participant responses to items 

pertaining to counseling services indicated that many students were not satisfied or were unsure 

about the services their school counselor provided.  

  



119 

Table 9 

Counseling Services Frequency and Percentage Responses 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Q21 I received a sufficient amount of postsecondary advising from my school counselor to 
make decisions about my future. 

Frequency 43 142 192 151 36 

Percentage 7.6 25.2 34.0 26.8 6.4 

Q46 My school counselor provided academic guidance to prepare me for a postsecondary 
education. 

Frequency 45 122 180 164 53 

Percentage 8.0 21.6 31.9 29.1 9.4 

Q47 My school counselor provided academic guidance to prepare me to enter the workforce. 
Frequency 59 147 184 138 35 

Percentage 10.58 261. 32.7 24.5 6.2 

Q70 I have often discussed postsecondary admission requirements with my school counselor. 
Frequency 103 208 151 69 33 

Percentage 18.3 36.9 268 12.2 5.9 

Q71 I am satisfied with the postsecondary information I received from my school counselor. 
Frequency 72 133 234 95 31 

Percentage 12.7 23.5 41.4 16.8 5.5 

6. I have an understanding of the educational requirements needed to pursue my chosen career. 
Frequency 20 48 113 260 120 

Percentage 3.6 8.6 20.1 46.3 21.4 

Q72 I have discussed my career aspirations with my school counselor. 
Frequency 88 159 141 127 46 

Percentage 15.7 28.3 25.1 22.6 8.2 

 

Question 4: What is the relationship between parental educational level and Idaho 

student plans for postsecondary education? The Spearman’s rho correlation, a non-parametric 

statistical test, was conducted to assess the relationship between parental educational level and 

students’ plans for postsecondary education (N = 532). The researcher coded the parental 



120 

educational level values for Items 6 and 7 in the demographic category of the survey to reflect 

the amount of parent education from the least to the most. The researcher assigned ranks to the 

educational level as follows: 

• 0 = Unknown 

• 1 = No high school coursework 

• 2 = Some high school coursework 

• 3 = High school graduate 

• 4 = Some college coursework 

• 5 = A certificate from a training program 

• 6 = Associate's Degree 

• 7 = Bachelor's Degree 

• 8 = Coursework or degree beyond a Bachelor's 

The researcher used the recoded values for student plans after graduating high school which was 

consistent with Research Questions 2 and 3. Participants who selected “Other” (N = 23) or chose 

not to respond to this item (N = 11) were omitted from this calculation. It was noted by the 

researcher that the participants who had selected “Other” had the opportunity to respond as to 

what it meant to them. Of the participants who responded to “Other” (N = 23), 48% indicated 

they plan to participate in volunteer service activities after high school graduation (N = 11). 

A Spearman’s rho correlation was run to assess the relationship between mothers’ 

educational level and students’ plans for postsecondary education (N = 532). The Spearman’s rho 

correlation achieved an r-value = .168, p < 0.05. Table 8 indicates a weak positive correlation 

between mothers’ educational level and student plans for postsecondary education. The positive 

relationship between mother’s educational level and student postsecondary plans is statistically 
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significant (p = .0001). The relationship between the quality of the students’ postsecondary plans 

and their mothers’ educational level is unlikely due to chance. The use of the coefficient of 

determination 𝑟2 = .028 indicates that 2.8% of the variance of students’ plans can be explained 

by the variance in the mother’s educational level (Salkind, 2014; Tanner, 2012). 

The Spearman’s rho correlation, a non-parametric statistical test, was conducted to assess 

the relationship between fathers’ educational level and students’ plans for postsecondary 

education (N = 532). The Spearman’s rho correlation achieved an r-value = .225, p < 0.05. Table 

8 indicates a weak positive relationship between father’s educational level and student plans for 

postsecondary education. The relationship between father’s educational level and student 

postsecondary plans is statistically significant (p = .0001). The relationship between the quality 

of the students’ postsecondary plans and their fathers’ educational level was unlikely due to 

chance. The use of the coefficient of determination 𝑟2 = .050 indicates that 5.0% of the variance 

of students’ plans can be explained by the variance in the father’s educational level. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study is to assist state, district, and high school educational leadership 

to understand the influences of Idaho high school students’ postsecondary decision-making. 

Through the review of literature, five categories developed and guided the study. The five 

categories were as follows, postsecondary and career awareness, postsecondary and career 

admissions process, academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers, postsecondary 

monetary cost, and social capital influence for postsecondary education. In order to better 

understand the process and to improve the number of Idaho students who pursue postsecondary 

education, this study focused on four primary questions and five subquestions. The following 

conclusions are based on the data analyzed from the online survey. 
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Social capital influence for the postsecondary education category was identified as 

having the greatest impact on students’ postsecondary decision-making by the greatest number of 

participants. The participants who planned to pursue a postsecondary education reported that 

postsecondary and career awareness, academic readiness for postsecondary education and 

careers, and postsecondary monetary cost were approximately equal in numbers of students 

selected these areas as having the greatest influence on their postsecondary decision-making 

plans. The postsecondary and career admissions process category was the least selected by the 

participants. 

The relationship between socioeconomic status, as measured by parental income, and 

Idaho students’ plans for postsecondary education has a weak positive relationship (r = .120) and 

was statistically significant (p = .026). The relationship between Idaho students’ plans for 

postsecondary education and access to high school counseling services had a weak negative 

relationship (r = -.107). The negative correlation coefficient though weak was statistically 

significant (p = .014). The relationship between parental educational level and Idaho student 

plans for postsecondary education indicated similar results depending on the mothers’ and 

fathers’ educational level. The correlation relationship of the participants’ postsecondary 

educational plans between their mothers’ (r = .168) and fathers’ (r = .225) educational levels had 

a weak positive relationship though it was statistically significant (p = .000).  

The researcher recognized it was important to note that while the results for Research 

Questions 2, 3, and 4 are statistically significant, it indicates a very slight chance that the 

relationship between these variables was a result of random error. The researcher acknowledges 

that the correlation results are so slight, it cannot be considered as to having practical 
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significance. The small amount of variance of one variable can be explained by the variance of 

the other variable as it achieves significance because of the relatively large sample size.  

The descriptive and analytic statistics shared in Chapter IV informs the use of each of the 

five categories used in this study: postsecondary and career awareness, postsecondary and career 

admissions process, academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers, postsecondary 

monetary cost, and social capital influence for postsecondary education. The percentages and 

frequency of responses for the participants in each category are reported based on the 5-point 

Likert scale. The Likert scale ordinal data was reported through the mean, median, and mode for 

each item in the five categories and can be found in the Appendices K-O. The data collected in 

the demographic category of the online survey are reported in Appendix P. Chapter V will 

provide a summary of the data and recommendations for further research. 

 

  



124 

Chapter V 

Introduction 

In order to be productive citizens in society, students need to be college- and career-ready 

by the time they graduate from high school. In the twenty-first century, it has become imperative 

that students be prepared to enroll in and attend a higher education institution in order to make 

the most of their lives culturally and economically. A postsecondary education enables a person 

to contribute positively to the nation’s social and economic growth. In June 2010, Georgetown 

University, Center on Education and the Workforce released Help Wanted: Projections of jobs 

and education requirements through 2018 by Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl (2010). This national 

study projected the jobs and educational requirements which will be needed in the United States 

in the immediate future. It was projected that by 2018, 63% of all jobs will require postsecondary 

education or training. Students without some type of postsecondary education or training will 

have one third of the total number of employment opportunities as those with a postsecondary 

education or training. The Idaho Department of Labor (2014a) published the Idaho Education 

and Training Pay poster which indicates the potential annual earnings for individuals who have 

received less than a high school education through to a doctoral or professional degree. The 

Idaho Education and Training Pay poster shows Idaho’s ten most abundant, high paying, and 

expanding career fields, all of which require postsecondary education. 

It is important to review the factors hindering Idaho high school students from obtaining 

some type of postsecondary education or training. The purpose of this study is to assist state, 

district, and high school educational leaders to understand the influences that inform Idaho high 

school student's postsecondary decision-making. Data from the study will enable high school 

administration to better serve students by helping them transition to a postsecondary institution. 
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ACT (2006) researched the importance of states educating all students with common academic 

expectations that prepared them for both a postsecondary education and the workforce (Boser & 

Burd, 2009). The study noted that the primary mission of our public education system is to give 

every student the opportunity to live a meaningful and productive life, which includes earning a 

wage sufficient to support a family of four individuals (ACT, 2006). 

Over the years, researchers studied various influences on students’ postsecondary and 

career decision-making. Through Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of student college 

choice, a framework was established to examine the individual’s selection process. This process 

was examined through multiple contextual layers as a result of the complexity of high school 

students’ postsecondary decision-making. The review of extant literature provided support for 

the factors that play a role in students’ postsecondary decision-making, which factors were 

reflected by the four contextual layers in Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model of student 

college choice. Each of the following categories reflects an element in Perna’s proposed 

conceptual model of student college: 

• postsecondary and career awareness  

• postsecondary and career admissions process  

• academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers 

• postsecondary monetary cost  

• social capital influence for postsecondary education. 

Quantitative research methods were selected to provide an in-depth study examining the 

factors that influenced the decisions of high school students who were planning to pursue 

postsecondary education and students who had no such plans. Chapter V includes a summary of 

results, conclusions, and implications for professional practice along with recommendations for 
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future research based on research findings from the four research questions and five 

subquestions.  

Summary of Results 

Question 1: Which influences have the most impact on Idaho students’ decision-

making for pursuing a postsecondary education? Through the literature review, it became 

apparent that five themes influenced the decision-making process of high school students 

pursuing higher education. The sample group of participants identified which of these categories 

they felt had the greatest impact on their decision to pursue a postsecondary education. The 

results of the data can be noted that approximately equal numbers of participants selected 

postsecondary and career awareness, academic readiness for postsecondary education and 

careers, and postsecondary monetary costs as having the greatest impact on their postsecondary 

decision-making. Social capital influence for postsecondary education was the most selected 

category as having the greatest influence on the participants’ decision making to pursue a 

postsecondary education. The postsecondary and career admission process category was the least 

selected by the participants as having the greatest influence. While each of the categories likely 

had its own measure of importance in the students’ decision-making process, the data point only 

to the elements believed by the students to have had the greatest influence on them. 

High schools have the ability to influence student postsecondary decision-making 

through each of the categories. The findings of this study supported the literature for each of the 

five categories. The Postsecondary and career awareness category supports the literature which 

focuses on educating students on the importance of pursuing a postsecondary education leading 

to an employable career which will provide a livable wage (ACT, 2006; Baum & Payea, 2004; 

Boser & Burd, 2009). Literature about the postsecondary and career admissions process 
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emphasizes the importance of providing highly qualified school personnel such as teachers, 

administrators, and counselors to guide and assist students, along with their parents/guardians. 

This guidance has significant influence on high school students as they make crucial decisions 

regarding their future (Duffett et al., 2005; Foote, 2011; Savitz-Romer, 2015). The literature for 

academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers highlights the need for students to 

be academically ready. This must begin as early as elementary school and continue through high 

school graduation to ensure students are performing at or above grade-level and are academically 

ready for postsecondary education and careers (ACT, 2007; Bedsworth et al., 2006; SAT, 2013).  

The study’s findings regarding the importance of the category postsecondary monetary 

cost supports the conclusion found in the review of the literature that high schools have the 

responsibility to provide assistance with the financial aid process and scholarship information to 

students and their families (Coca et al., 2011; Bedsworth et al., 2006; Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 

2010). The findings from the social capital influence for postsecondary education category 

supports the literature which emphasizes the importance of students having adult mentors such as 

counselors, teachers, administrators, coaches, and parents who provide support and assistance to 

the student in his or her postsecondary decisions (Bailey et al., 2009; Elder et al., 2009; Kim & 

Schneider, 2005; Perna & Titus, 2005; Public Agenda, 2012). Teachers, counselors, and 

administrators have a great opportunity to influence students’ postsecondary decision-making 

through developing and implementing a postsecondary and career awareness culture K-12. 

Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of postsecondary and career awareness? A review of the data regarding students’ 

perceptions of their preparation in postsecondary and career awareness indicated there was an 

inconsistency of student responses. Slightly more than half of the participants believed their high 
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school courses prepared them for postsecondary education, while slightly less than half of the 

participants perceived they were academically ready for the workforce. More than two-thirds of 

the participants were confident in their perception of identifying which career to pursue and the 

needed educational requirements. Slightly more than half of the participants lacked confidence 

that their high school supplied them with adequate information about career exploration and 

postsecondary opportunities to make informed choices for their future. Most participants 

believed they had not received a sufficient amount of postsecondary advising from their school 

counselor. 

The literature indicated that it is essential for students to make a connection of why they 

need a postsecondary education in order to pursue a career in which they could make a livable 

wage (ACT, 2006; Achieve, 2013; National Governors Association Center, 2010). When high 

school students are able to understand the connection that education pays more over their 

lifetimes, it increases a student’s likelihood to make a time and financial commitment to pursue a 

postsecondary education or training program (Idaho Department of Labor, 2014a). The 

researcher concluded, based on the perception of the participants sampled, that high school 

personnel were not meeting postsecondary and career awareness needs for the majority of their 

students. Another conclusion the researcher reached regarding the perception of participants was 

that approximately half of the individuals believed they were academically prepared for 

postsecondary education or the workforce which indicates a need for improvement. 

Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of postsecondary admission process? Students’ perceptions of their understanding 

of the postsecondary and career admission process varied depending on the item. Most of the 

participants indicated they understood the parts of the postsecondary admission process. Slightly 
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less than half of the participants indicated they were aware of the postsecondary application 

process for the institutions to which they intended to apply. 

 The literature supported the importance of students and their families need to understand 

the requirements for the postsecondary institution and the steps they need to take in order to 

complete the admission process (Bailey et al., 2009; Coca et al., 2009). It was recommended that 

high school counselors should have a greater awareness of the influence they have in providing 

support for understanding college requirements and the application process for students (Idaho 

Legislature, 2012; Smith & Zhang, 2011). Counselors provide information, guidance, and 

support necessary for students to understand the importance of developing a postsecondary and 

career plan after graduation (Chen et al., 2000; Duffett et al., 2005; Foote, 2011). High schools 

which provided opportunities to assist families with financial aid information and the application 

process, along with encouraging campus visits, increased students chances in successfully 

enrolling in a postsecondary institution (Chen et al., 2000; Kim & Schneider, 2005). 

The researcher recognized the data collected indicated the responses were the perception 

of high school students in the fall 2014 of their senior year. Many of the participants who 

identified themselves as having plans to pursue postsecondary education were going to begin the 

postsecondary admission process later in the fall after the completion of the survey. The 

researcher concluded high school participants value the importance of understanding the 

postsecondary admissions process. The researcher recognized that there was an inconsistency 

with participants’ responses of valuing an understanding of the admissions process to an actual 

awareness of the postsecondary application process for specific institutions. The data from the 

postsecondary and career admission process category may provide high school personnel insight 
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of where students lack the understanding of what steps are needed in order to apply to 

postsecondary institutions successfully. 

Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers? Students’ 

perceptions of their academic readiness for postsecondary education varied depending on the 

item. The data indicated that students were inconsistent in their levels of self-awareness in 

regards to postsecondary academic readiness. More than half of the participants believed they 

had challenged themselves academically to prepare for a postsecondary education and for the 

workforce. The researcher notes that the data from the study and current literature from SAT 

(2014) and ACT (2014) testing results indicated that there was a gap in the perception of the 

participants of being “academically ready” for postsecondary education and the workforce. 

Approximately 67% of the participants believed they were academically ready to purse a 

postsecondary education, while the SAT (2014) and ACT (2014) indicated that less than half of 

the students who completed college entrance exams were meeting the college benchmarks. 

The researcher noted the inconsistency with the data collected about participants’ 

perception regarding that more than half of them believed to have made academic challenging 

decisions to prepare for a postsecondary education and to enter the workforce while less than 

half of the participants believed that high school prepared them academically for the workforce. 

Almost half of the participants made postsecondary and career decisions without assistance from 

counselors or other high school personnel. The data from this study supported the literature 

suggesting the need to provide academic guidance to students in order to help them pursue a 

postsecondary education and career (Idaho Legislature, 2012; Smith & Zhang, 2011). The 

researcher concluded that the majority of students valued their high school GPA. 
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Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of postsecondary monetary cost? A review of the data regarding students’ own 

perceptions of their understanding of the cost of postsecondary education varied depending on 

the item. The researcher concluded that there was an inconsistency of awareness about 

postsecondary costs among the participants. The data from the postsecondary monetary cost 

category underscores the need to increase the commitment of high school faculty and counselors 

to assist students in their understanding of the different types of financial aid programs and to 

complete the financial aid process. 

The researcher noted that the data collected from the participants indicated that most of 

them lacked an understanding of the different types of financial aid programs available to them. 

On the other hand, most participants felt it was important to understand the financial aid process. 

Approximately a third of the participants acknowledged the need to seek assistance from their 

counselor to complete the FAFSA form. The researcher recognized that the data collected from 

the survey was based on participants’ perception prior to completing the financial aid process. 

That the results of the monetary amount received from the financial aid process influences a 

student’s decisions to attend a postsecondary institution supports the current literature 

(Bedsworth et al., 2006; Coca et al., 2011; Gibbons, 2005; Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 2010).  

The researcher found through the study that most of the participants were willing to 

accept a student loan in order to pursue a postsecondary education. The literature indicated that 

student loans were a source of help to supplement the cost of attending college though it was 

daunting for students and their families to take on excessive debt, this because in many cases,  

low- and moderate-income students and families struggled to make the necessary payments 

(Advisory Report, 2002; Gasbarra et al., 2007). The literature indicated that the large remaining 
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expenses after grant aid, which produced excessive work and loan burdens, deterred many 

students from enrolling in a postsecondary institution (Advisory Report, 2002; Educational 

Opportunity, 2001).  

Subquestion: How well prepared did the participants believe they were in the 

components of social capital influences for postsecondary education? A review of the data 

regarding participants’ perceptions of their social capital influences for postsecondary education 

varied depending on the item. The researcher concluded that there remained a substantial number 

of participants who lacked confidence that their needs were being met in the category of social 

capital influences for postsecondary through counseling services. 

The items from the survey to which the participants responded pertained to school 

counselors, adults in the community, parents/guardian, and friends as to their influence on 

pursing a postsecondary education. Each of these items had a different response based on the 

participants’ perception in the fall 2014. Social capital was explained through an educational lens 

as the role of guidance, information, and support in helping students effectively navigate the 

postsecondary search and application process (Coca et al., 2009; Perna & Titus, 2005). The 

literature indicated that students who were able to develop social capital with parents and adults 

in the community had a better opportunity to complete the decision-making process to go on to 

postsecondary institutions (Choy, 2002; Elder et al., 2009; Kim & Schneider, 2005; Sokatch, 

2006; Tierney & Venegas, 2006). 

Most participants selected positive responses when the items referred to parents/guardian 

and other adults in the community as providing support for postsecondary and career counseling 

services, while less than a third of the participants indicated that they believed to have often met 

with their counselor to discuss postsecondary and workforce options. These findings supported 
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the research conducted by Perna and Titus (2005) which identified other adults in addition to 

parents as having an impact of students’ decisions regarding postsecondary education. The 

literature noted that students greatly benefit from having counselors or other high school 

personnel as mentors due to their knowledge and skills to guide students through the college-

going process especially if students lack the parent-student involvement in their education 

(Choy, 2002; Elder et al., 2009; Perna & Titus, 2005; Rowan-Kenyon, 2007). 

The researcher concluded that participants’ postsecondary and career decision making 

was often accompanied by help from caring adults. The data from the social capital influences 

for postsecondary education category provides high school personnel insight to the lack of 

postsecondary and career counseling services to which students have access throughout high 

school. 

Question 2: What is the relationship between socioeconomic status, as measured by 

parental income, and Idaho students’ plans for postsecondary education? The Spearman’s 

rho correlation was applied to determine if there existed any relationship between students’ 

postsecondary plans and socioeconomic status, as measured by parental income. Through the 

statistical analysis (r = .120, 𝑟2 = .014, p = .026), it was evident that there was a weak positive 

relationship that was statistically significant. The researcher acknowledges that the correlation 

results are so slight that it cannot be considered as to have practical significance. The small 

amount of variance of one variable can be explained by the variance of the other variable as it 

achieves significance because of the relatively large sample size. Though the correlation was 

weak, the results are of interest to the researcher because data from other research has found a 

stronger relationship. 
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As a result of the data, the researcher concludes that socioeconomic status is an 

ambiguous subject for many students and is evident that approximately 37% (N = 207) of the 

participants were unaware of their family’s estimated annual household income. Household 

income can be a sensitive subject which parents may chose not to discuss with their high school 

student. The researcher recognizes that the data for household income may not accurately reflect 

realistic students’ postsecondary plans. 

Question 3: What is the relationship between Idaho students’ plans for 

postsecondary education and access to high school counseling services? The Spearman’s rho 

correlation was conducted to determine if there existed any relationship between students’ 

postsecondary plans and access to high school counseling services. Through the statistical 

analysis (r = -.107, 𝑟2 = .011, p = .014), it was evident that there was a weak negative 

relationship that was statistically significant. The researcher acknowledges that the correlation 

results are so slight, it cannot be considered as to have any practical significance. As indicated by 

the data from the Spearman’s rho, there may be a lack of access to counseling services received 

by high school students. It may also indicate that the group of participants had postsecondary 

plans regardless of what counseling services were accessed during high school. 

Based on the five additional survey items pertaining to counseling services, participant 

responses may indicate that most students were not satisfied with the services their school 

counselor provided. Student responses indicate that there may be a lack of student understanding 

of counseling services available to them and a lack of counselor availability. The aforementioned 

items also indicate that counselors may need to provide more transparency in regard to their role 

to assist students in postsecondary and career planning. 
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The literature supports the importance of postsecondary and career counseling services 

for high school students (Clendaniel, 2012; Foote, 2011; High School Action Plan, 2013; 

Hughes, 2012; Idaho Legislature, 2012). Previous studies found counselors play an important 

role in providing postsecondary guidance for parents and students (Clendaniel, 2012). 

Counselors need to be able to develop trusting relationships with students and their families in 

order to assist in providing information, guidance, and support students need to recognize the 

importance of developing a postsecondary education or career plan (Foote, 2011). Clarke and 

associates (2006) noted in their study that counselors and educators need to provide students with 

opportunities for career exploration as part of their career counseling curriculum. 

Question 4: What is the relationship between parental educational level and Idaho 

student plans for postsecondary education? A non-parametric statistical test, the Spearman’s 

rho correlation, was conducted to determine if there existed any relationship between students’ 

postsecondary plans and parental educational level. Parental educational level was separated to 

reflect mothers’ and fathers’ educational levels for the correlation. Through the statistical 

analysis of the mothers’ educational level (r = .168, 𝑟2 = .028, p = .000) and the fathers’ 

educational level (r = .225, 𝑟2 = .050, p = .000), it was evident that there were weak positive 

relationships that was statistically significant. The researcher notes that the correlation results 

were so slight, it cannot be considered as to have practical significance. 

 The literature supports the findings that parental educational levels influence students’ 

postsecondary plans (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Clendaniel, 2012; Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 

2010; Weihua & Williams, 2010). Previous research found that students whose parents that had 

completed at least a bachelor’s degree were 20 percent more likely to have a postsecondary-

going habitus than students whose parents did not have college degrees (Grodsky & Riegle-
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Crumb, 2010). Researchers from the literature recognized the importance of continued parental 

support in the postsecondary transition process to be key to students’ success in pursuing 

postsecondary education (Smith & Zhang, 2011).  

Conclusions 

The participants who had planned to pursue a postsecondary education selected the social 

capital influence for postsecondary education category as having the greatest impact on their 

decision-making. Parents/guardian and other adults in the community provide guidance and 

mentoring to high school students in the postsecondary decision-making based on their 

experience. However, it is the highly-trained school counselors and other high school personnel 

who have the specific knowledge of the requirements needed to assist students to navigate the 

postsecondary decision-making process. Perhaps providing postsecondary and career-trained 

counselors may be an integral part in assisting students in making the connection of a 

postsecondary education and a successful career. A perception exists that postsecondary and 

career counseling services needs are not being met for high school students.  

The participants perceived they were academically ready for a postsecondary education, 

however, the data from the 2014 SAT and ACT indicated that less than 50% of the general high 

school population who took the tests were college and career ready by graduation (ACT, 2014; 

SAT, 2014). Students and their families are often unaware of the rigorous course offerings 

students need to have completed in order to be academically ready to pursue a postsecondary 

education. 

All of the correlations for Research Questions 2, 3, and 4 were significant, thus they 

cannot be considered to have been the result of chance, however little of the variance of one 
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variable was shared by the other variable, hence the correlations do not have practical 

significance.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

Though each of the five categories is important to the student postsecondary decision-

making, students might not recognize the impact each of these areas has on the process to 

successfully transition to a postsecondary education. The researcher acknowledges that this study 

does not ask students to rank or rate these five categories in order of importance. It is 

recommended that an instrument be developed to rank or rate the importance of the influences 

for high school students’ postsecondary decision-making. 

Social capital entails peer, parent, and other adult relationships which may include 

counselors, teachers, administrators, or coaches who influence student postsecondary decision-

making. Further research is recommended to determine which other adults in the community 

may positively influence high school students to pursue a postsecondary education. The degree 

to which high school personnel provide postsecondary and career advising to students may be 

another area where research could be conducted. The amount of training counselors and other 

high school personnel receive concerning postsecondary and career planning may be of interest 

to future researchers. Another area which may be studied is how parents view their role with 

assisting their student’s postsecondary decision-making. 

The researcher notes that for future studies about high school students accessing 

counseling services, it is recommended that an instrument be developed which measures the 

specific reasons why students meet with counselors for reasons such as academic and career 

guidance, social and mental issues, and schedule changes. It is also recommended to include in 
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the instrument the criteria for “how often” students meet with their school counselor during high 

school. 

 The researcher notes that it would be beneficial to survey students during spring rather 

than fall of their senior year to obtain more concrete data for their postsecondary plans. It would 

be prudent to interview students to provide a personal view of their postsecondary decision-

making experience. Interviewing students would allow the researcher to personalize the data 

through a qualitative lens. 

Future studies may include a follow up to discover how many students actually 

implemented their postsecondary plan. Studying students’ understanding of what it means to be 

academically ready is an area for further consideration. Further, a longitudinal study to research 

Idaho’s public education system could be conducted to determine if there is an increase in the 

percentage of students who are academically ready to pursue a postsecondary education through 

the implementation of the Idaho Core Standards would merit consideration. Lastly, a study to 

determine academic readiness for postsecondary education by following up with graduates to 

determine how many students needed to take remedial classes during their freshman year at a 

postsecondary institution is recommended.  

It would behoove future researchers to develop a more effective system to collect 

accurate socioeconomic data from students. It was evident through this study that over one third 

of the students were unware of their family’s estimated annual household income even though 

they were informed in the parental consent form that they would be asked for that information. 

Implications for Professional Practice 

The researcher notes that the descriptive data reported for this study indicate areas of 

improvement which have implications for professional practice for Idaho school districts. The 
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data collected about high school personnel postsecondary and career counseling services through 

the perception of participants indicate that there is a necessity to conduct further research such as 

a needs assessment to target areas of concern in order to expand student satisfaction with 

counseling services for postsecondary and career planning. The data collected from this study 

may be of interest to other districts of similar student demographics. 

 Policy makers. Given the findings of this and similar studies, it would be appropriate for 

policy makers to provide the resources needed to support the implementation of the Idaho State 

Board of Education’s plan to increase the number of students who pursue postsecondary 

education. Fiscal implications would need to be addressed at the Idaho State Legislative and the 

Idaho State Board of Education in order to restore or increase career counselors and to reduce 

counselor student loads in Idaho high schools. According to the American School Counselor 

Association (2014) the recommended counselor to student ratio is 1:250 and many of Idaho high 

schools exceed the ratio. Counselor preparation programs in higher education may need to be 

evaluated to ensure these programs provide postsecondary and career information through 

courses that explore and develop the requisite knowledge and skills to disseminate information to 

students and their parents.  

District administration. District administration has the responsibility to facilitate a 

postsecondary and career culture at each grade level. It is recommended that postsecondary and 

career professional development in-service be provided to counselors, teachers, and other high 

school personnel. Each employee needs to be able to articulate how his or her role helps to 

support a postsecondary and career culture. Resources which are disseminated by district 

personnel need to reflect the postsecondary and career culture. As resources are made available, 
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restoring career counselors and reducing current counselor student loads must take place to 

effectively provide postsecondary and career guidance to students.  

Another area where district administration may influence students to pursue a 

postsecondary education or training program is to require a college and career readiness course 

as part of the high school graduation requirements for all students. Rigorous courses such as 

honors, concurrent credit, PTE, IB, and AP need to be available to students. Providing highly 

qualified teachers to teach the rigorous academic courses must be supported through professional 

development in order to ensure students are academically prepared for postsecondary and career 

opportunities.  

High school administrators. A postsecondary and career culture needs to be 

implemented through every aspect of the school system. Extra-curricular activities, athletics, 

clubs, student organizations, and classes should have a focus on promoting postsecondary 

education as their end goal for each student. Postsecondary and career professional development 

needs to be provided to staff to ensure they have the correct information to answer fundamental 

questions. Administrators have the ability to approve the offering of a postsecondary and career 

course with the assistance of the counselors and the instructor to incorporate best practices for 

students. 

The postsecondary and career course may focus on career exploration and its 

postsecondary education requirements. Juniors during the spring semester or seniors during the 

fall semester could elect to take this course which may include college test prep, essay writing, 

resume preparation, and obtaining letters of recommendations. Careers which are in demand and 

have growth opportunities are an area to explore with students through this course. Researching 

postsecondary institutions which offer the educational programs for specific careers also needs to 
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be included as part of the course. Educating students about the financial aid process and ensuring 

they have an understanding of Pell Grants, student loans, scholarships, and work study programs 

is another area of support which students need assistance in the postsecondary decision-making. 

The course may provide assistance for completing applications for postsecondary institutions. 

SAT and ACT data may be reviewed to assist students with how to analyze their scores. 

High school counselors. High school counselors need to be the experts for 

postsecondary information. Counselors may need to be provided with the knowledge and skills 

to disseminate information to students and their parents. They need to be aware of the influence 

they have in providing information for the postsecondary transition process. Being experts in 

assisting students through increasing students’ postsecondary awareness, providing academic 

guidance, assisting students through the admission and financial aid process are integral steps in 

helping students be successful as they pursue postsecondary education.  

High school students need the assistance of highly trained school personnel to assist them 

with postsecondary admission requirements and processes. The postsecondary admissions 

process has specific timelines and requirements for students to complete. The counselors need to 

have the specific knowledge to meet individual student needs such as National Collegiate 

Athletic Association (NCAA) requirements and academic requirements to specific postsecondary 

institutions. Counseling resources such as time, postsecondary training, career awareness, and a 

manageable number of students to work with need to be present in order to develop trusting 

relationships with students and their families in order assist them through the admissions process. 

Highly-trained school counselors or other certificated personnel can make completing the 

FAFSA form easier. Counselors also have the ability to provide other assistance through the 
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financial aid process such as scholarship opportunities which are often filtered through the high 

school counseling services department.  

Counselors need to develop a plan to communicate to parents and students the 

postsecondary and career guidance services they are able to provide. One suggestion would be to 

implement workshops in the evening or on weekends for adults and students in the community 

about the influences that effect students’ postsecondary decision-making. High school counselors 

have the opportunity to recommend and encourage students to challenge themselves 

academically through taking honors, concurrent credit, PTE, IB, and AP courses which provide 

students with rigorous academic opportunities. 

 High school teachers. There is a need to ensure that high school teachers are informed 

about the five categories which influence students’ postsecondary and career decision making. 

Talking points for postsecondary and career awareness, postsecondary and career admissions 

process, academic readiness for postsecondary education and careers, postsecondary monetary 

cost, and social capital influence for postsecondary education should be provided to teachers so 

accurate and comprehensive information can be communicated to students. Teachers should be 

knowledgeable about current admission processes and requirements to provide supplemental 

counseling services for students. Students interact with teachers on a daily basis which may 

provide them with frequent opportunities to discuss postsecondary plan information. Professional 

development opportunities allow teachers to learn about career possibilities in specific subject 

areas. Meaningful learning increases when teachers provide connections between content and 

careers. Teachers need to be aware of the influence they have on students pursuing 

postsecondary education. 
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 High school teachers influence students daily in the classroom. Teachers need access to 

assessment scores such as ISAT (Idaho Standards Achievement Test), PSAT, EXPLORE, 

PLAN, SAT, and ACT to make data-driven decisions which influence instruction. Professional 

development opportunities for honors, AP, IB, and concurrent credit courses need to be provided 

for teachers to help ensure they are implementing rigorous academic standards for students. 

Final Thoughts 

This research has provided data which supports the literature about postsecondary 

decision-making influences. The five categories of postsecondary and career awareness, 

postsecondary and career admissions process, academic readiness for postsecondary education 

and careers, postsecondary monetary cost, and social capital influence for postsecondary 

education were the threads which became apparent as the researcher reviewed the current 

literature. Each of the categories has the potential to be a barrier or a resource to students’ 

postsecondary decision-making. It has become evident to the researcher that adults play vital 

roles in each of these categories. Adults such as parents/guardian, teachers, counselors, and other 

high school personnel need to understand the influence they have on students pursuing a 

postsecondary education. High school students need to be supported as they begin the 

postsecondary decision-making process by helping them maneuver through the categories. There 

is a need in society for high school students to gain a postsecondary education in order to be able 

to compete in the global workforce, to make a livable wage, and to be productive citizens in 

society. 
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Appendix A 
 

Online Student Survey 
 
Postsecondary Decision Making 

 

Q95 Postsecondary Decision-Making Influences 

 

Q1 Thank you for taking the time to complete this online senior survey about your postsecondary 
decision-making process.  The data gathered will provide insight to high school personnel so 
they can more effectively guide students through the transition from high school to a 
postsecondary institution successfully.  A postsecondary institution is defined as a professional 
technical training program, community college, college, or university.      

 

Q2 By continuing with the survey, you are providing your personal consent to participate in the 
study by your own free will in addition to your parental/guardian consent.  At any time if you 
choose to discontinue taking the survey you may do so by exiting the survey without 
repercussions for not completing the survey. The survey will be anonymous.  Anonymous means 
that no one, not even the researcher, will be able to connect the data to the individual 
participant.  If there is an item you are not comfortable addressing you may skip the item. 

 

Q3 Please read the items carefully and take your time, it is not a timed survey.  The survey has 
demographic data with its responses and five areas with items that can be answered by selecting 
the following:        

• Strongly Disagree     
• Disagree   
• Neither Agree or Disagree   
• Agree   
• Strongly Agree          

Thank you again for your participation. 

 

Q17 Postsecondary & Career Awareness 

 

Q18 Select the response that best describes your reaction to the statement. 
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Q19 I have access to information about postsecondary information. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q20 I am confident that my high school courses prepared me academically for a postsecondary 
education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q21 I received a sufficient amount of postsecondary advising from my school counselor to make 
decisions about my future. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q22 High school supplied me with adequate information about career exploration for me to 
make informed choices for my future. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q23 I know what career I want to pursue after high school graduation. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q24 I have researched the level of effort it will take to pursue my desired career. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q25 I have an understanding of the educational requirements needed to pursue my chosen career. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q26 High school prepared me academically for the workforce. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q27 High school supplied me with adequate information about postsecondary opportunities for 
me to make informed choices for my future. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q28 Postsecondary Admission Process 

 

Q29 Select the response that best describes your reaction to the statement.    

 

Q30 It is important to me to understand the postsecondary admission process. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q31 The career center in my high school was a good resource to help me 
through a postsecondary application process. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q32 I plan to apply to one or more postsecondary institutions this fall. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q33 It is important for me to complete an application for each postsecondary institution I am 
considering. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q34 It is important for me to request a letter of recommendation as part of the postsecondary 
application process. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q35 It is important for me to complete a postsecondary entrance exam (SAT/ACT/Compass). 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q36 Will visiting a postsecondary campus during the school year influence your decision to 
attend a postsecondary institution? 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q37 I am aware of the postsecondary application process for the institutions to which I am going 
to apply. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q38 I am aware of the postsecondary application deadlines for the institutions to which I am 
going to apply. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q39 Academically Prepared 

 

Q40 Select the response that best describes your reaction to the statement. 

 

Q41 My GPA was important to me throughout high school. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q42 It was important to me to take rigorous academic courses (honors/AP/concurrent credit 
courses). 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q43 I challenged myself academically to prepare for a postsecondary education and the 
workforce. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q44 I feel academically prepared to pursue a postsecondary education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q45 I took Professional Technical Education Courses (PTE) in high school to prepare to enter 
the workforce. For example business, culinary arts, engineering, marketing, graphic art, 
broadcasting, welding, collision repair, health occupation courses, etc. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q46 My school counselor provided academic guidance to prepare me for a postsecondary 
education.  

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q47 My school counselor provided academic guidance to prepare me to enter the workforce. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q48 Other high school personnel provided academic guidance to prepare me for a postsecondary 
education. 

 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
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Answer If Other high school personnel provided academic guidance to prepare me for a 
postsecondary education. Agree Is Selected 
Q49 Please check the box or boxes that identify the individual(s) who provided you academic 
guidance postsecondary education. 

 Career Counselor (1) 
 Teacher (2) 
 Librarian (3) 
 Clerical Staff (4) 
 Administrator (5) 
 

Q50 Other high school personnel provided academic guidance to prepare me to enter the 
workforce. 

 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 

Answer If Other high school personnel provided academic guidance to prepare me to enter the 
workforce. Agree Is Selected 
Q51 Please check the box or boxes that identify the individual(s) who provided you academic 
guidance postsecondary education. 

 Career Counselor (1) 
 Teacher (2) 
 Librarian (3) 
 Clerical Staff (4) 
 Administrator (5) 
 

Q52 Postsecondary Cost 

Q53 Select the response that best describes your reaction to the statement. 

 

Q54 I have an estimation of what it would cost me to attend a postsecondary institution. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q55 It is important for me to understand the postsecondary financial aid process. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q56 I understand the difference between Pell Grants, student loans, scholarships, and work study 
programs. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q57 I plan to complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q58 I am confident in my ability to complete the FAFSA form with my parents/guardians. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q59 Having to navigate the financial aid process will affect my decision to pursue a 
postsecondary education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q60 I will need assistance from my school counselor to complete the FAFSA form. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q61 The results of the financial aid process will affect my decision to pursue a postsecondary 
education.    

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q62 My family’s financial situation will influence my decision to pursue a postsecondary 
education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q63 My family’s financial situation will influence which postsecondary institutions I consider. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q64 It is important to me to apply for scholarships so I can pursue a postsecondary education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q65 It is important for me to receive scholarships so I can pursue a postsecondary education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q66 I will need to work, while I pursue my postsecondary education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q67 I am willing to accept a student loan in order to pursue my education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q68 Social Capital 

 

Q69 Select the response that best describes your reaction to the statement. 

 

Q70 I have often discussed postsecondary admission requirements with my school counselor. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q71 I am satisfied with the postsecondary information I received from my school counselor. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q72 I have discussed my career aspirations with my school counselor. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q73 I have discussed my career aspirations with an adult in my community. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q74 Adults in the community influenced my decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q75 I have often discussed postsecondary admission requirements with a high school staff 
member other than my counselor. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q76 I would be willing to meet with a high school career counselor to discuss my postsecondary 
and career goals if one was available. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q77 I have often discussed my career aspirations with my parents/guardians. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q78 I have often discussed postsecondary opportunities with my parents/guardians. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q79 My parents were involved in my education throughout high school.  

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q80 Going on to postsecondary education was an expectation in my household growing up. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q81 My peers had some influence about my decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 
 Disagree (2) 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 
 Agree (4) 
 Strongly Agree (5) 
 

Q96 Demographics 

 

Q94 Please mark the response that best applies to you. 

 

Q4 What is your gender? 

 Male (1) 
 Female (2) 
 

Q5 Please enter your Race/Ethnicity background: 

 American Indian or Alaskan Native (1) 
 Asian (2) 
 Black/African American (3) 
 Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (4) 
 White (5) 
 Hispanic or Latino Ethnicity (6) 
 Two or More Race (7) 
 Unclassified (8) 
 

Q6 What describes your mother’s highest level of education? 

 No high school coursework (1) 
 Some high school coursework (2) 
 High school graduate (3) 
 Some college coursework (4) 
 A certificate from a training program (5) 
 Associate's Degree (6) 
 Bachelor's Degree (7) 
 Coursework or degree beyond a Bachelor's (8) 
 Unknown (9) 
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Q7 What describes your father’s highest level of education? 

 No high school coursework (1) 
 Some high school coursework (2) 
 High school graduate (3) 
 Some college coursework (4) 
 A Certificate from a training program (5) 
 Associate's Degree (6) 
 Bachelor's Degree (7) 
 Coursework or degree beyond a Bachelor's (8) 
 Unknown (9) 
 

Q8 Please check the box or boxes that may apply to you: 

 I am an English Language Learner (English is not your first language) (1) 
 I have had a 504 plan (2) 
 I have had an Individual Educational Plan (IEP) (3) 
 I have participated in the Gifted and Talented program (GT) (4) 
 I have had free/reduced meals at school (5) 
 No one in my family has attended a postsecondary institution (6) 
 None of the above (7) 
 

Q9 What are your plans after graduating high school? 

 Enroll in a trade, technical, or business training program (while employed or not employed) 
(1) 

 Enroll in a two-year college (while employed or not employed) (2) 
 Enroll in a four-year college/university (while employed or not employed) (3) 
 Enter military service (4) 
 Obtain full-time employment and not enroll in further education at this time (5) 
 Undecided (6) 
 Other (7) ____________________ 
If Obtain full-time employment… If Selected, then skip to What is your high school grade 
point.… If Undecided is Selected, then skip to What is your high school grade point…. If Other 
is Selected, then skip to What is your high school grade point…. 
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Q10 Of the five categories select which one has had the greatest impact on your pursuing a 
postsecondary education. 

 Postsecondary and Career Awareness (1) 
 Postsecondary Admission Process (2) 
 Academic Readiness (3) 
 Postsecondary Monetary Costs (4) 
 Social Capital (parent/adult/peer relationships and influences with student) (5) 
 

Q11 Of the five categories select which one has had the least impact on your pursuing a 
postsecondary education. 

 Postsecondary and Career Awareness (1) 
 Postsecondary Admission Process (2) 
 Academic Readiness (3) 
 Postsecondary Monetary Costs (4) 
 Social Capital  (parent/adult/peer relationships and influences with student) (5) 
 

Q12 Please check the box or boxes that identify the individual(s) who has influenced your 
decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 

 Father (1) 
 Mother (2) 
 Aunts/Uncles (3) 
 Grandparents (4) 
 Sibling(s) (8) 
 Friends (5) 
 High School Adult - counselor, teacher, or administrator (6) 
 Adult from the community (7) 
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Answer If Please check the box or boxes that identify the individual(s) who has influenced your 
decision to…High School Adult – counselor, teacher, or administrator is Selected 

Q13 Please check the boxes that identify the individual(s) who have provided academic 
guidance: 

 Administrator (1) 
 Teacher (2) 
 Coach (3) 
 Librarian (4) 
 Clerical staff (5) 
 Counselor (6) 
 Other (7) ____________________ 
 

Q14 What is your high school grade point average (GPA)? 

 4.00 and above (1) 
 3.5 to 3.99 (2) 
 3.0 to 3.49 (3) 
 2.5 to 2.99 (4) 
 2.0 to 2.49 (5) 
 1.99 and below (6) 
 I don't know (7) 
 

Q15 What is your family's estimated annual household income? 

 Less than $10,000 (1) 
 $10,000 to $25,000 (2) 
 $25,000 to $35,000 (3) 
 $35,000 to $50,000 (4) 
 $50,000 to $75,000 (5) 
 more than $75,000 (6) 
 I do not know (7) 
 

Q16 Does your family rent or own a house? 

 Rent (1) 
 Own (2) 
 Neither (3) 
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Appendix B 
 

Email to Content Experts  
 
Date: 
 
 
 
Hi ___________! 
 
You have been selected to assist in validating a survey for high school seniors regarding their 
postsecondary decision-making process.  Your area of knowledge and experience working with 
high school seniors in assisting them in their decision to pursue a postsecondary education will 
be greatly appreciated in completing the validation process for the online survey statements.   
 
The data gathered will provide insight to high school personnel so they can more effectively 
guide students through the transition from high school to a postsecondary institution 
successfully.  The survey has demographic data and five categories which are  

• Postsecondary and career awareness 
• Social capital 
• Academic readiness 
• College admissions process 
• Postsecondary monetary costs. 

These five categories are influences and barriers which affect a students’ postsecondary decision-
making process.  The online survey will have 68 items which will be administered to high school 
seniors after they have returned a parental/guardian consent form.   
 
Each question will be listed in an excel spreadsheet and will be given a score from the content 
expert based on a rating scale.  If you are willing to assist the researcher in the validation process 
for this online survey, please email shawkins@nnu.edu.  Once a response has been received, then 
instructions for the validation process will be provided.  The validation process will take 
approximately an hour of your time. 
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in the survey validation process.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Shana Hawkins 
NNU Doctorial Student 
  

mailto:shawkins@nnu.edu
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Appendix C 
 

Pilot Survey Student Feedback 
 
1. Do you believe the survey is anonymous?   
 Yes      No 

 
2. Do you understand that by participating in the survey you are providing your own consent? 
 Yes      No 

 
3. Did you need further explanation after reading the directions for the survey? 
 Yes      No 
 

4. What terminology/vocabulary if any, were you unsure of the meaning? 
 
 
 
5. What statements if any, were unclear to you? 

 
 
 
 
 

6. What statements if any, did you think you did not have enough information for a response? 
 
 
 
 

7. What statements if any, did you not want to answer? 
 
 
 
 
 

8. What demographic items if any, were uncomfortable to answer? 
 
 
 
 
9. For which, if any of the demographic items, did you not have enough information to answer? 
 
 
 
 
10. Any other input which would be helpful for the researcher to be aware of. 
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Appendix D 

District Research Proposal Site Approval 

 

 

 
 
January 14, 2014 
 
 
 
Northwest Nazarene University 
Attention: HRRC Committee 
Helstrorm Business Center 1st floor 
623 S University Boulevard 
Nampa. Idaho 83686 
 
RE: Research Proposal Site Access for Miss Shana Hawkins 
 
Dear HRRC Members: 
 
This letter is to inform the HRRC that Administration at Valley School District has reviewed the 
proposed dissertation research plan including subjects, intervention, assessment procedures, 
proposed data and collection procedures, data analysis, and purpose of the study.   
 
Miss Hawkins has permission to conduct her research in the district of and with students of 
Valley School District. The authorization dates for this research study are July 2014 to 
April 2015. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 
Dr.  
Superintendent 
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Appendix E 

High School A Research Proposal Site Approval 

 

 
 
 
January 22, 2014 
 
 
 
Northwest Nazarene University 
Attention: HRRC Committee 
Helstrorm Business Center 1st floor 
623 S University Boulevard 
Nampa. Idaho 83686 
 
RE: Research Proposal Site Access for Miss Shana Hawkins 
 
Dear HRRC Members: 
 
This letter is to inform the HRRC that Administration at Meridian Joint School District has 
reviewed the proposed dissertation research plan including subjects, intervention, assessment 
procedures, proposed data and collection procedures, data analysis, and purpose of the study.  
Miss Hawkins has permission to conduct her research with students at High School A in Valley 
School District. The authorization dates for this research study are July 2014 to April 2015. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 
Principal 
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Appendix F 

High School B Research Proposal Site Approval 

 
 
 
 
January 17, 2014 
 
 
 
Northwest Nazarene University 
Attention: HRRC Committee 
Helstrorm Business Center 1st floor 
623 S University Boulevard 
Nampa. Idaho 83686 
 
RE: Research Proposal Site Access for Miss Shana Hawkins 
 
Dear HRRC Members: 
 
This letter is to inform the HRRC that Administration at Valley School District has reviewed the 
proposed dissertation research plan including subjects, intervention, assessment procedures, 
proposed data and collection procedures, data analysis, and purpose of the study. Miss Hawkins 
has permission to conduct her research with students at High School B in Valley School District. 
The authorization dates for this research study are July 2014 to April 2015. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Principal 
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Appendix G 
 

HRRC Approval 

 
 

Northwest Nazarene University jabankard@nnu.edu 
via email.submittable.com  

 

Mar 19, 2014 
 
 

 

 

 
 
Dear Shana,  
 
The HRRC has reviewed your protocol: A Quantitative Study Exploring Factors that Influence 
the Decision of College-Bound Students. You received a "Full Approval". Congratulations, you 
may begin your research. If you have any questions, let me know.  
 
Joseph Bankard  
jabankard@nnu.edu  
HRRC Member 
  

http://support.google.com/mail/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=1311182&ctx=mail
mailto:jabankard@nnu.edu
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Appendix H 
 

Verbatim Instructions 
 

Hi ___________! 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this study. 

You will have the opportunity to participate in a study about your postsecondary decision-
making process by taking an online survey.  The data gathered will provide insight to high 
school personnel so they can more effectively guide students through the transition from high 
school to a postsecondary institution successfully.  Please take the Parental/Guardian Consent 
form home for signatures and return the form.  Once the form is returned, then you will receive 
the link to the online survey.  
 
There are a few items in which you will need to be aware of when answering the survey 
questions.   

• A postsecondary institution is defined as a professional technical training program, 
community college, college or university.   

• What is your family’s approximate annual household income, if you are not aware of the 
information, take an opportunity to ask your parent/guardian.   

• The information you disclose is anonymous.  Anonymous means that no one, not even 
the researcher, will be able to connect the data to the individual participant.   

 

This process is completely voluntary and you can select to discontinue your involvement at any 
time.   

Do you have any questions or can I clarify anything? 

Thank you again for your participation. 
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Appendix I 

Informed Consent 

DATE 

Dear High School Senior Parents/Guardians: 

This year, I have the opportunity to conduct a research study with your student and other 
students as a part of my graduate program at Northwest Nazarene University.  I am currently an 
employee in the Joint Meridian School District and have been working with high school students 
for 13 years.  The study has been reviewed by the Research Review Committee at Northwest 
Nazarene University along with the Joint Meridian School Board and has been successfully 
approved.  

The benefits that may result from the research will be to improve the number of students 
enrolling in a postsecondary education institution and to provide strategies to decrease barriers 
which discourage students from going on to a postsecondary institution. 

The procedures are as follows:  

• You will be asked to sign an Informed Consent Form, to allow your student to participate 
in the study. 

• Your student will respond to a set of items through an electronic survey which will focus 
on the influences and barriers for high school student going on to a postsecondary 
institution.  The responses will be either “Strongly Agreed, Agree, Neither, Disagree, or 
Strongly Disagree” with an open-ended question at the end of each section of the survey.  
The survey should take no more than 20 minutes to complete. 

• Your student will be asked to respond to demographic questions at the end of the 
electronic survey. It should take less than 5 minutes to respond to these items. 

• Your student responses will be anonymous.  Anonymous means that no one, not even the 
researcher, will be able to connect the data to the individual participant.    

I anticipate that there is minimal risk involved for your student’s learning over the course of the 
study.   

Your student’s participation in this project is completely voluntary.  In addition to your 
permission, your student will be asked if he or she would like to take part in this study. Any 
student may stop taking part at any time. The choice to participate or not will not impact your 
student’s grades or status at school.   

All information that is obtained during this research project will be kept strictly secure and will 
not become a part of your student’s school record.  The results of this study may be used for a 
research paper and presentation.  Pseudonyms or codes will be substituted for the names of the 
children and the school. This helps protect anonymity.  

In the space at the bottom of this letter, please indicate whether you do or do not want your 
student to participate in this project. The second copy is to keep for your records. If you have any 
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questions about this research project, please feel free to contact me either by e-mail, or 
telephone. Please keep a copy of this form for your records. 

The results of my research will be available after August 1, 2015. If you would like to have a 
copy of the results of my research or have any questions, please contact me at 208-371-0420 or 
my advisor, Dr. Dennis Cartwright, at 208-880-9781.  

Sincerely, 

 

 

Shana Hawkins 
208-371-0420 
shawkins@nnu.edu 
 

****************************************************************************** 

I have read this form. I understand that nothing negative will happen if I do not let my student 
participate. I know that I can stop his/her participation at any time. I voluntarily agree to let my 
student participate in this study as follows: 

 YES  _____________________________ may participate in this study. 

 NO  ______________________________ may NOT participate in this study. 

Student’s printed name:   ___________________________________________________ 

Parent/Guardian printed name:  ______________________________________________ 

 

Parent/Guardian signature:   _________________________________________________ 

Date:   ___________________________  
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Appendix J 

Assent for Student Participants 
 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this online senior survey about your postsecondary 
decision-making process.  The data gathered will provide insight to high school personnel so 
they can more effectively guide students through the transition from high school to a 
postsecondary institution successfully.  A postsecondary institution is defined as a professional 
technical training program, community college, college or university.   
 
By continuing with the survey, you are providing your personal consent to participate in the 
study by your own free will in addition to your parental/guardian consent.  At any time if you 
choose to discontinue taking the survey you may do so by exiting the survey without 
repercussions for not completing the survey. The survey will be anonymous.  Anonymous means 
that no one, not even the researcher, will be able to connect the data to the individual participant.   
 
Please read the items carefully and take your time, it is not a timed survey.  The survey has 
demographic data and five main areas with questions and an open-ended question.  The items 
can be answered by selecting Strongly Disagree = 1, Disagree =2, Neither = 3, Agree = 4, and 
Strongly Agree = 5.  Thank you again for your participation. 
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Appendix K 
 

Postsecondary and Career Awareness Survey 
 

Postsecondary and Career Awareness N Mean Median Mode 
 

1. I am confident that my high school courses 
prepared me academically for a postsecondary 
education. 
 

566 3.65 4.00 4 

2. I received a sufficient amount of postsecondary 
advising from my school counselor to make 
decisions about my future. 
 

564 2.99 3.00 3 

3. High school supplied me with adequate 
information about career exploration for me to 
make informed choices for my future. 

562 3.22 3.00 4 

4. I know what career I want to pursue after high 
school graduation. 

564 3.80 4.00 5 

5. I have researched the level of effort it will take to 
pursue my desired career. 

561 3.60 4.00 4 

6. I have an understanding of the educational 
requirements needed to pursue my chosen career. 561 3.73 4.00 4 

7. High school prepared me academically for the 
workforce. 

564 3.18 3.00 3 

8. High school supplied me with adequate 
information about postsecondary opportunities for 
me to make informed choices for my future. 
 

564 3.36 3.00 4 

Total Postsecondary and Career Awareness  3.47 3.50  
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Appendix L 
 

Postsecondary and Career Admission Survey 
 

Postsecondary and Career Admission N Mean Median Mode  

1. It is important to me to understand the 
postsecondary admission process. 

565 4.22 4.00 5 

2. I plan to apply to one or more postsecondary 
institutions this fall. 

563 3.96 4.00 5 

3. It is important for me to complete an application for 
each postsecondary institution I am considering. 

561 4.16 4.00 4 

4. It is important for me to request a letter of 
recommendation as part of the postsecondary 
application process. 

562 4.00 4.00 4 

5. It is important for me to complete a postsecondary 
entrance exam (SAT/ACT/Compass). 

560 4.25 4.00 5 

6. Visiting a postsecondary campus during the school 
year may influence your decision to attend a 
postsecondary institution? 

562 4.06 4.00 4 

7. I am aware of the postsecondary application process 
for the institutions to which I am going to apply. 

562 3.40 3.00 4 

Total Postsecondary Admission  4.00 4.00  
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Appendix M 
 

Academic Readiness for Postsecondary Education and Careers Survey 
 

Academic Readiness for Postsecondary Education 
and Careers  N Mean  Median  Mode  
1. My GPA was important to me throughout high 

school. 
565 4.12 4.00 5 

2. It was important to me to take rigorous academic 
courses (honors/AP/concurrent credit courses). 

564 3.51 4.00 3 

3. I challenged myself academically to prepare for a 
postsecondary education and the workforce. 

562 3.77 4.00 4 

4. I feel academically prepared to pursue a 
postsecondary education. 

561 3.73 4.00 4 

5. My school counselor provided academic guidance 
to prepare me for a postsecondary education. 

564 3.10 3.00 3 

6. My school counselor provided academic guidance 
to prepare me to enter the workforce. 

563 2.90 3.00 3 

7. Other high school personnel provided academic 
guidance to prepare me for a postsecondary 
education. 

563 3.29 3.00 4 

8. Other high school personnel provided academic 
guidance to prepare me to enter the workforce. 

563 3.09 3.00 4 

Total Academic Readiness  3.44 3.50  
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Appendix N 
 

Postsecondary Monetary Cost Survey 
 

Postsecondary Monetary Cost N Mean  Median Mode 
1. I have an estimation of what it would cost me to attend 

a postsecondary institution. 561 3.67 4.00 4 

2. It is important for me to understand the postsecondary 
financial aid process. 562 4.27 4.00 4 

3. I understand the difference between Pell Grants, 
student loans, scholarships, and work study programs. 562 2.97 3.00 4 

4. I plan to complete the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA) form. 562 3.82 4.00 5 

5. I am confident in my ability to complete the FAFSA 
form with my parents/guardians. 559 3.72 4.00 4 

6. Having to navigate the financial aid process will affect 
my decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 562 3.50 4.00 4 

7. I will need assistance from my school counselor to 
complete the FAFSA form. 563 3.17 3.00 3 

8. The results of the financial aid process will affect my 
decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 563 3.36 3.00 4 

9. My family’s financial situation will influence my 
decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 561 3.40 4.00 4 

10. My family’s financial situation will influence which 
postsecondary institutions I consider. 563 3.66 4.00 4 

11. It is important to me to apply for scholarships so I can 
pursue a postsecondary education. 561 4.17 4.00 5 

12. It is important for me to receive scholarships so I can 
pursue a postsecondary education. 560 4.41 4.00 5 

13. I will need to work, while I pursue my postsecondary 
education. 561 4.07 4.00 5 

14. I am willing to accept a student loan in order to 
pursue my education. 564 3.56 4.00 4 

Total Postsecondary Cost  3.68 4.00  
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Appendix O 
 

Social Capital Influence for Postsecondary Education Survey 
 

Social Capital Survey N Mean Median Mode 
1. I have often discussed postsecondary admission 

requirements with my school counselor. 
564 2.51 2.00 2 

2. I am satisfied with the postsecondary information 
I received from my school counselor. 

565 2.79 3.00 3 

3. I have discussed my career aspirations with my 
school counselor. 

561 2.79 3.00 2 

4. I have discussed my career aspirations with an 
adult in my community. 

565 3.96 4.00 4 

5. Adults in the community influenced my decision 
to pursue a postsecondary education. 

562 3.57 4.00 4 

6. I have often discussed postsecondary admission 
requirements with a high school staff member 
other than my counselor. 
 

565 3.05 3.00 3 

7. I would be willing to meet with a high school 
career counselor to discuss my postsecondary and 
career goals if one was available. 
 

564 3.95 4.00 4 

8. I have often discussed my career aspirations with 
my parents/guardians. 

560 4.17 4.00 5 

9. I have often discussed postsecondary 
opportunities with my parents/guardians. 

561 4.05 4.00 5 

10. My parents were involved in my education 
throughout high school. 

560 3.95 4.00 4 

11. Going on to postsecondary education was an 
expectation in my household growing up. 

565 3.98 4.00 5 

12. My peers had some influence about my decision 
to pursue a postsecondary education. 

562 3.26 3.00 4 

Total Social Capital  3.50 4.00  
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Appendix P 

Demographic Data Frequency and Percentage Responses 

Demographic Data Frequency and Percentage Responses 
1. What is your gender? 
 Frequency Percentage 
Male 274 49.3 
Female 285 50.7 
   
   
2. Please enter your Race/Ethnicity background. 
 Frequency Percentage 
American Indian or Alaskan Native 10 1.8 
Asian 9 1.6 
Black/African American 14 2.5 
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 5 0.9 
White 434 77.6 
Hispanic or Latino Ethnicity 44 7.9 
Two or More Race 22 3.9 
Unclassified 21 3.8 
   
   
3. What describes your mother’s highest level of education? 
 Frequency Percentage 
No high school coursework 10 1.8 
Some high school coursework 24 4.3 
High school graduate 88 15.7 
Some college coursework 110 19.7 
A certificate from a training program 28 5.0 
Associate's Degree 68 12.2 
Bachelor's Degree 142 25.4 
Coursework or degree beyond a Bachelor's 50 8.9 
Unknown 39 7.0 
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4. What describes your father’s highest level of education? 
 Frequency Percentage 
No high school coursework 8 1.4 
Some high school coursework 26 4.7 
High school graduate 104 18.8 
Some college coursework 71 12.8 
A certificate from a training program 22 4.0 
Associate's Degree 36 6.5 
Bachelor's Degree 135 24.4 
Coursework or degree beyond a Bachelor's 98 17.7 
Unknown 54 9.7 
   
   
5. Please check the box or boxes that may apply to you: 

Note: Students may have selected more than one option  
 Frequency Percentage 
I am an English Language Learner  57 10.1 
I have had a 504 plan 33 5.8 
I have had an Individual Educational Plan (IEP) 39 6.9 
I have participated in the Gifted and Talented program  67 11.8 
I have had free/reduced meals at school 138 24.4 
No one in my family has attended a postsecondary 
institution 
 

58 10.2 

None of the above 293 51.8 
   
   
6. What are your plans after graduating high school? 
 Frequency Percentage 
Enroll in a trade, technical, or business training program 
(while employed or not employed) 
 

20 3.6 

Enroll in a two-year college (while employed or not 
employed) 
 

52 9.4 

Enroll in a four-year college/university (while employed 
or not employed) 
 

327 58.9 

Enter military service 
 

39 7.0 
Obtain full-time employment and not enroll in further 
education at this time 
 

12 2.2 

Undecided 
 

62 11.2 
Other 43 7.7 
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7. Of the five categories select which one has had the greatest impact on your pursuing a 

postsecondary education? 
 Frequency Percentage 
Postsecondary and Career Awareness 95 21.8 
Postsecondary Admission Process 35 8.0 
Academic Readiness 87 20.0 
Postsecondary Monetary Costs 97 22.3 
Social Capital (parent/adult/peer relationships and 
influences with student 

121 27.8 

   
   
8. Of the five categories select which one has had the least impact on your pursuing a 

postsecondary education? 
 Frequency Percentage 
Postsecondary and Career Awareness 59 13.6 
Postsecondary Admission Process 103 23.7 
Academic Readiness 93 21.4 
Postsecondary Monetary Costs 71 16.3 
Social Capital (parent/adult/peer relationships and 
influences with student 

109 25.1 

   
   
9. Please check the box or boxes that identify the individual(s) who has influenced your 

decision to pursue a postsecondary education. 
Note: Students may have selected more than one option. 

 Frequency Percentage 
Father 340 60.1 
Mother 358 63.3 
Aunts/Uncles 165 29.2 
Grandparents 198 35.0 
Sibling(s) 191 33.7 
Friends 243 42.9 
High School Adult – teacher, counselor, administrator 206 36.4 
Adult from the community 169 29.9 
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10. What is your high school grade point average (GPA)? 
 Frequency Percentage 
4.00 and above 98 17.3 
3.5 to 3.99 199 35.9 
3.0 to 3.49 121 21.8 
2.5 to 2.99 74 13.4 
2.0 to 2.49 19 3.4 
1.99 and below 13 2.3 
I don’t know 30 5.4 
   
   
11. What is your family's estimated annual household income? 
 Frequency Percentage 
Less than $10,000 19 3.4 
$10,000 to $25,000 29 5.2 
$25,000 to $35,000 51 9.2 
$35,000 to $50,000 56 9.9 
$50,000 to $75,000 72 12.7 
more than $75,000 132 23.7 
I do not know 197 35.4 
   
   
12. Does your family rent or own a house? 
 Frequency Percentage 
Rent 126 22.8 
Own 410 72.4 
Neither 17 3.1 
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Appendix Q 

Counseling Services for Postsecondary and Career Survey 

Counseling Services for Postsecondary and 
Career  N Mean  Median  Mode  
Q21 I received a sufficient amount of postsecondary 

advising from my school counselor to make 
decisions about my future. 

 

564 2.99 3.00 3 

Q46 My school counselor provided academic 
guidance to prepare me for a postsecondary 
education. 

564 3.10 3.00 3 

Q47 My school counselor provided academic 
guidance to prepare me to enter the workforce. 

563 2.90 3.00 3 

Q70 I have often discussed postsecondary admission 
requirements with my school counselor. 

564 2.51 2.00 2 

Q71 I am satisfied with the postsecondary 
information I received from my school 
counselor. 

565 2.79 3.00 3 

Q72 I have discussed my career aspirations with my 
school counselor. 

561 2.79 3.00 2 
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Appendix R 

Human Research Review Committee Approval 
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