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This study examined the extent to which the college choice process of four 

students from one high school in rural Appalachian Kentucky aligned with Perna’s 

(2006; 2010) nested process model of college choice. I used qualitative case study 

methodology and inductive analysis to describe how four high-academic achieving 

students of varying family income backgrounds in the particular context of one 

community in rural Appalachian Kentucky decided to enroll in an institution of 

higher education. In brief, three of the four students enrolled in the closest, most 

familiar institution after relying on an adult other than their parents for guidance in 

selecting a college. The remaining student, despite her low socioeconomic status and 

family income, enrolled in a selective private university in Kentucky after an 

expanded college search. School practices that supported students’ access to higher 

education are highlighted.  



  

This research adds to the theoretical knowledge in the field of college access 

and choice, which indicates that different student populations experience the college 

choice process differently, but has yet to fully include research on rural students. My 

analysis revealed a number of influential factors for these four students’ college 

choice decisions that were in Perna’s (2006; 2010) model, such as guidance 

counseling, college costs, and financial aid. The analysis also showed the meaning of 

identified factors for students given the context of their community in rural 

Appalachian Kentucky. Additional influential factors that were found for these 

students, such as the role of athletics in increasing demand for higher education, and 

factors that were not present, such as parental support during the college choice 

process, added nuance to the model. By learning how and why some students from 

rural Appalachian Kentucky are able to go to college, we can begin to understand 

how to increase the low level of educational attainment of individuals in the region.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE COLLEGE CHOICE PROCESS OF FOUR STUDENTS FROM RURAL 
APPALACHIAN KENTUCKY 

 
 
 

By 
 
 

Kristen L. Harris 
 
 
 
 
 

Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School of the  
University of Maryland, College Park, in partial fulfillment 

of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 

2013 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Advisory Committee: 
Associate Professor Chauncey Monte-Sano, Chair 
Assistant Professor Noah Drezner 
Professor Betty Malen 
Associate Professor Joseph McCaleb 
Professor Judith Torney-Purta 
 
 



  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© Copyright by 
Kristen L. Harris 

2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 ii 
 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to thank my committee for their wisdom and guidance throughout 

my years of graduate study. Thank you to my advisor and personal mentor, Dr. 

Chauncey Monte-Sano, who first taught me to conduct research. I also appreciate the 

countless hours she spent reading drafts and offering insightful feedback, as well as 

her unwavering belief in my abilities. Thank you to Dr. Judith Torney-Purta who has 

seen this research unfold from its earliest stages and challenged me to deepen and 

refine my thinking every step of the way. I am also grateful for her help with the 

statistical analyses of some of my dissertation data. Thank you to Dr. Betty Malen 

who has helped me grow as a writer and a thinker, and who reminded me very early 

in graduate school that my worth as a human goes beyond the work I produce. Thank 

you to Dr. Joseph McCaleb whose comment about conversing with my participants 

helped me collect such rich data. Thank you to Dr. Noah Drezner, who convinced me 

to engage in smaller studies first so that I might have a solid foundation for future 

research endeavors as well as the bulk of my sanity. 

I would also like to thank the students, families, and educators who 

participated in this study. My attempts to tell the wider world of life in rural 

Appalachian Kentucky would not have been possible without these individuals. I am 

also thankful for the friends who acted as sounding boards and peer reviewers during 

this process. 

Finally, I would like to thank my mother, father, and brother for their love and 

support. The care and nurturing that led me to this place in life, the daily phone calls, 

and the constant encouragement have meant more to me than words can express. 



 

 iii 
 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgements....................................................................................................... ii 

Table of Contents......................................................................................................... iii 

List of Tables ............................................................................................................... vi 

List of Figures............................................................................................................. vii 

Chapter 1: Introduction..................................................................................................1 

Chapter 2: Literature Review.........................................................................................6 

Salient Factors in the College Choice Process ..........................................................7 

College Access and Choice for Rural Students .......................................................25 

College Access and Choice for Appalachian Students............................................28 

Gaps in the Literature ..............................................................................................32 

Conceptual Framework............................................................................................34 

Chapter 3: Methodology ..............................................................................................38 

Context: Rural, Appalachian Kentucky...................................................................38 

School Site Selection and Context...........................................................................40 

Access......................................................................................................................44 

Participants ..............................................................................................................45 

Sources of Data........................................................................................................48 

Data Analysis...........................................................................................................52 

Positionality .............................................................................................................53 

Limitations...............................................................................................................54 

Table of Key Terms.................................................................................................55 

Chapter 4: Sample Characteristics and Individual Cases ............................................58 



 

 iv 
 

Who Went to a Four-Year College? ........................................................................58 

The Individual Cases ...............................................................................................62 

Chapter 5:  Cross-Case Analysis .................................................................................99 

“Always Going to College”.....................................................................................99 

Deciding Where to Enroll......................................................................................106 

Chapter 6:  Discussion ...............................................................................................120 

Demand for Higher Education...............................................................................121 

Benefits of College ................................................................................................125 

Supply of Resources ..............................................................................................131 

Cost ........................................................................................................................137 

Role of Context......................................................................................................142 

Nuances in the Model ............................................................................................146 

Chapter 7:  Implications and Conclusion...................................................................150 

Implications for Theory and Research...................................................................150 

Implications for Policy and Practice......................................................................152 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................155 

Appendix A: Questionnaire .......................................................................................157 

Appendix B: Questionnaire Email.............................................................................162 

Appendix C: Data Spreadsheet Template..................................................................163 

Appendix D: Case Student Interview Protocol..........................................................164 

Appendix E: Parent Interview Protocol.....................................................................166 

Appendix F: Guidance Counselor Interview Protocol...............................................167 

Appendix G: Influential Individual Interview Protocol.............................................169 



 

 v 
 

Appendix H: Counseling Materials ...........................................................................170 

Bibliography ..............................................................................................................190 



 

 vi 
 

List of Tables 

Table 1: Characteristics of the Four Case Students……………………………… 46 

Table 2: Key Terms ……………………………………………………………... 55 

Table 3: Sample Post Graduation Plans ………………………………………… 58 

Table 4: Gender and Post Graduation Plans …………………………………….. 60 

Table 5: Free and Reduced Meals and Post Graduation Plans ………………….. 60 

Table 6: Academic Achievement and Post Graduation Plans ………………...… 61 

 

 
 



 

 vii 
 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework …………………………………………..…… 24 

Figure 2: Map of Appalachia ……………………………………………………. 39 

Figure 3: Revised Nested Process Model ……………………………..……….. 149 

    



 

 1 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

I am an anomaly. I am a first-generation college graduate from a poor family in 

rural Appalachian Kentucky. I defied the odds when I applied to, enrolled in and 

graduated from a four-year private college. Of course, I did not realize this at the time. 

Only since learning about inequitable access to higher education have I begun to 

appreciate the good fortune and personal fortitude that allowed me to earn a college 

degree. As a result of this realization, I often wonder what enabled me to overcome the 

limitations of my background, and how my path to higher education is similar to the 

experience of other students from this region. As an educator, I also wonder how we 

can support other rural students from Appalachian Kentucky on the pathway to college 

so that their success in life is not left to chance.  

Where I come from, educational attainment is unacceptably low. According to 

the Appalachian Regional Commission, while nearly 30% of the nation’s adults are 

college graduates, only 13% of adults in Appalachian Kentucky have attained that 

level of education (Pollard & Jacobsen, 2011). This statistic is quite troubling because 

research shows that low levels of educational attainment “lead to large public and 

social costs in the form of lower income and economic growth, reduced tax revenues, 

and higher costs of public services such as health care, criminal justice and public 

assistance” (Belfield & Levin, 2007, p. 2). Because of their lack of education, many 

individuals in Appalachian Kentucky are unemployed or work for minimum wage. As 

a result, they cannot afford health care and other basic necessities, let alone luxuries 

that many Americans take for granted. In fact, many problems facing Appalachian 

Kentucky, such as drug abuse and generational poverty seem inextricably linked to the 
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level of educational attainment in the region. Increasing educational attainment in 

Appalachian Kentucky could increase individuals’ access to good jobs and higher pay, 

which could in turn help decrease the public and social costs of low levels of 

educational attainment. Thus, increasing the educational attainment of the inhabitants 

of Appalachian Kentucky should be a top priority in combating the region’s problems; 

however, this task is easier said than done. 

I doubt that the low number of degree holders in the region surprises anyone 

who is familiar with Appalachian Kentucky. For one, there are few employment 

opportunities in the area, and especially few jobs that require a college degree. The 

region’s economy relies on declining and low-wage industries such as natural resource 

extraction, agriculture, manufacturing, and service sector opportunities (Appalachian 

Regional Commission, 2013). Recent estimates of unemployment in Appalachian 

Kentucky range from 8% to 12%, well above the national average (Appalachian 

Regional Commission, 2013; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). Further, the 

unemployment rate measures the percentage of adults who are unemployed and 

currently seeking employment (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013), which 

underestimates the real percentage of adults who are not working. In Appalachian 

Kentucky, only 61% of individuals aged 25-64 are in the labor force (Appalachian 

Regional Commission, 2013). Adding the individuals in the labor force to the number 

of unemployed individuals still leaves 27% of adults in Appalachian Kentucky who 

have given up their search for employment and/or depend on welfare benefits from the 

government. Because of these conditions, many individuals who wish to stay in the 

region have no need to pursue higher education, and individuals from Appalachia who 
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do earn a college degree often leave the area for states and cities that offer expanded 

occupational opportunities. 

The underdeveloped economy of Appalachian Kentucky impacts school 

funding and the resources available to students and families. Children from poor 

families and communities have fewer and less enriching early learning opportunities, 

which in turn limits their ultimate educational attainment (Books, 2004; Brooks-Gunn 

& Duncan, 1997; Pressman & Pressman, 2008). Additionally, rural schools can offer 

fewer high-quality teachers and curriculum choices (such as Advanced Placement or 

International Baccalaureate courses), so students are less prepared for the rigors of 

college (Bryan & Simmons, 2009; Khattri, Riley & Kane, 1997). Finally, students 

may interpret the shortage of well-paying jobs requiring college degrees in Appalachia 

as a message that higher education has little extrinsic value (Duncan, 2001).  

While increasing the level of education in Appalachian Kentucky is a complex 

task, an initial step is helping more students from this region gain access to institutions 

of higher education. Students access higher education by enrolling in a particular 

institution after engaging in a college choice process. According to Hossler and 

colleagues (1989), this process is a “complex, multistage process during which an 

individual develops aspirations to continue formal education beyond high school, 

followed later by a decision to attend a specific college, university, or institution of 

advanced vocational training” (p. 7).  

For decades, research in higher education has examined inequality in college 

access and choice, but this research has focused on minority students in urban schools. 

Countless studies have documented how traditionally underrepresented, underserved 
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student populations, especially African American and Latino/a students in urban 

schools, have lower high school graduation and college attendance rates than other 

student groups (Belfield & Levin, 2007; Carneiro & Heckman, 2003). While I do not 

undervalue this work in the least, as a native of Appalachian Kentucky, I cannot help 

but recognize how the plight of disadvantaged students in urban schools closely 

mirrors that of the students in the rural schools in which I learned and taught.  

Yet, scant attention has been paid to disadvantaged students like those in 

Appalachian Kentucky, although current work is emerging on the educational 

experiences of rural students (Irvin, Meece, Byun, Farmer, & Hutchins, 2011). The 

studies that do exist suggest that rural students are disproportionately more likely to 

drop out of high school and/or fail to pursue higher education than their urban or 

suburban counterparts (Haaga, 2004; Hu, 2003; Irvin, Meece, Byun, Farmer, & 

Hutchins, 2011; Provasnik, KewalRamani, Coleman, Gilbertson, Herring, & Xie, 

2007). Further, while both rural and urban groups have historically faced and continue 

to cope with poverty and low educational attainment (Khattri et al., 1997), there are 

significant differences between poor rural and poor urban populations. For example, 

Klesta (2009) asserts, “compared to its urban counterpart, the rural poor are more 

often white with a higher proportion of married or two-parent households and higher 

labor force participation” (p. 2). Poverty is more widespread in rural communities, 

especially those that are geographically isolated (Irvin et al., 2011). Thus, although 

poor rural and urban students may face similar challenges to educational attainment, 

they are different populations and should be studied as such.  
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Moreover, the theoretical models in the college access and choice literature are 

exclusively based on studies of urban and suburban student populations (Cabrera & 

LaNasa, 2000; Hossler et al., 1989; Perna, 2006; 2010). While these models help us 

conceptualize the college choice process in general, the specific college choice process 

of rural students has never been fully investigated. Consequently, we have little 

empirical knowledge of how the factors researchers have identified as limiting college 

access and educational attainment for disadvantaged urban populations might apply to 

disadvantaged rural students as well. Thus, I undertook my dissertation on the college 

choice process of four rural students from Appalachian Kentucky so that we can begin 

to understand how rural students access higher education, and how that compares to 

our current theoretical knowledge. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In the field of higher education, many researchers are examining issues 

surrounding college choice and access for high school students. College access refers 

to students’ ability to enroll in a higher education institution (HEI) upon high school 

graduation. Many researchers conceptualize college access as the outcome of a web of 

factors that individually and collectively impact students’ enrollment in post-

secondary education (e.g., Cabrera and LaNasa, 2000; Hossler et al., 1989). Because 

of this conceptualization, the field of college access includes copious research on 

topics as diverse as college preparatory courses in middle and high school, parental 

beliefs and values about higher education, tuition costs and financial aid, student 

educational and occupational aspirations, and many other factors.  

College access theorists have synthesized this expansive body of research into 

various models to explain how students are able to access higher education. All of 

these models characterize college access as the outcome of a “complex, multistage 

process during which an individual develops aspirations to continue formal education 

beyond high school, followed later by a decision to attend a specific college, 

university, or institution of advanced vocational training” (Hossler et al., 1989, p. 7). 

Thus, in the literature, the college choice process is the means by which individuals 

access higher education. 

In this chapter I will discuss the salient factors for college choice that 

researchers have identified. I will then review literature related to college access and 

choice for rural students and students from Appalachia. Finally, I will present my 

conceptual framework and research questions. 
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Salient Factors in the College Choice Process 

Researchers have studied how individuals and groups engage in the college 

choice process in order to understand factors that both foster and inhibit students’ 

access to college. They have identified multiple factors that influence students’ college 

choice processdecision-making. These factors include student background 

characteristics, parental encouragment, K-12 schools, HEIs, and broader sociocultural 

and economic factors.  

Academic achievement and preparation. The most salient factor related to 

student’s access to higher education is academic ability (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; 

Ellwood & Kane, 2000; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2004). In college choice research, 

academic ability refers to students’ combined academic achievement and academic 

preparation (Perna, 2006). Simply put, if students cannot meet the academic 

requirements for college admission, including high school graduation, acceptable 

grade point average (GPA) and standardized test scores, they cannot access higher 

education.  

In the literature, academic achievement has been operationalized as grades or 

standardized test scores. In almost all of the studies related to achievement, students 

have self-reported their GPA and/or scores on large-scale national surveys. These 

largely quantitative studies have used statistical modeling and have found that students 

with higher grades and test scores are more likely to plan on attending college and to 

apply to and enroll in college, especially four year institutions (Berkner & Chavez, 

1997; Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Hossler & Stage, 1992). One such study used 

longitudinal data from 681 public school students from southeastern Michigan taken 
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over a period of ten years (6th grade to two years following graduation). Hierarchical 

linear regression revealed that student GPA from as early as sixth grade was a 

predictor of future college enrollment (Eccles, Vida & Barber, 2004). 

Some researchers have combined multiple academic achievement variables in 

large-scale quantitative datasets to better capture how student ability influences the 

college choice process. For example, Berkner and Chavez (1997) developed the 

college qualification index, which includes GPA, class rank and standardized test 

scores in a more complete measure of students’ academic ability. The researchers then 

analyzed National Education Longitudinal Study: 19881 (NELS: 88) data to determine 

the minimum score on their college qualification index that allowed for enrollment in 

a four-year college. They report, “minimum values were GPA=2.7, class rank 

percentile=54, NELS test percentile=56, combined SAT=820, composite ACT=19” 

(Berkner & Chavez, 1997, p. 22). Thus, students at or above these levels of academic 

achievement have generally been able to access higher education, while students 

below these levels may face constraints barring them from college.  

Taking this line of research further, Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) used Berkner 

and Chavez’s (1997) college qualification index and NELS: 88 data to determine how 

academic achievement, and ultimately, college access, differed by socioeconomic 

status (SES). Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) examined NELS: 88 to determine what 

percentage of students successfully completed what the researchers term “the three 

critical tasks on their path to college” (p. 23). These three tasks are: meeting the base 

level of college qualification (as defined by Berkner and Chavez (1997)), graduating 
                                                
1 The National Educational Longitudinal Study: 1988 is a survey of a nationally representative cohort 
of students that began in 1988 when the students were in 8th grade. Samples of respondents were 
surveyed again in 1990, 1992, 1994, and 2000. 
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from high school, and applying to and enrolling in a four-year college or university. 

The researchers first looked at the entire group of 8th graders, regardless of SES, to 

replicate Berkner and Chavez’s (1997) findings. They found that students who 

achieved even the base level of college qualification in high school were more likely 

to enroll in a four-year institution than those who did not reach that level.  

Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) then examined the NELS data for 8th graders from 

the highest and lowest SES quartiles to see how these groups fared on three critical 

tasks. They found that 71% of low-SES students were not qualified for college by the 

time they left high school, while only 30% of the high-SES students were not 

qualified. Similarly, of the college qualified students, only 66% of the low-SES 

students actually applied to a four-year college, while 82% of all students, regardless 

of SES, and 87% of high-SES students applied to these institutions. Thus, Cabrera and 

LaNasa (2000) not only confirmed earlier findings that academic achievement is 

related to enrollment, but also found a positive relationship between SES and 

academic achievement, and SES and enrollment. 

Another facet of academic ability is academic preparation, which differs from 

academic achievement. Students may have very high grade point averages across easy 

classes that will not prepare them for the rigors of college. Additionally, students may 

have low standardized test scores but still meet other college readiness standards. For 

this reason, many researchers have included measures of academic preparation that 

seek to isolate the quality of a student’s high school curriculum in their models of 

college choice.  
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The most well known measure of academic preparation is Adelman’s (1999; 

2006) academic intensity measure, which counts the number of courses students take 

in certain subjects and the number of Advanced Placement (AP) and remedial courses 

they take. Using NELS: 88 data, Adelman (1999) established levels of academic 

intensity that correlated with college-going behavior. The minimum academic 

intensity level for matriculation to college was: four English classes and four Math 

classes, including at least trigonometry; two classes each of Science, Social Studies, 

and Foreign Language; two Advanced Placement or other college preparatory classes; 

one class of Computer Science; and no remedial courses. Adelman (1999) found that 

95% of students who met this level of academic intensity earned a Bachelor’s degree 

eight years after graduation. He asserts, “The academic intensity of the student’s high 

school curriculum still counts more than anything else in pre-collegiate history in 

providing momentum toward completing a bachelor’s degree” (Adelman, 2006; p. 

xvii).  

Also using national data sets, Riley (1997) and Horn (1998) separately 

examined the link between mathematics classes and academic preparation. This 

correlational research using NELS: 88 data found a link between mathematics courses 

and college enrollment. Essentially, taking Algebra I by the eighth grade and taking 

more math classes, through at least Algebra II in high school, increased a student’s 

chance of enrolling in college (Horn 1998; Riley, 1997). While the research on 

academic preparation and college access has influenced the curriculum offerings and 

graduation requirements in schools throughout the nation, schools that serve low-SES 
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student populations tend to have lower academic intensity than other schools 

(Adelman, 2006).  

In recent years, dual enrollment programs, in which high school students take 

an advanced class for which they receive both high school and college credit, have 

expanded in popularity (Bailey, Hughes, & Karp, 2003). These programs are often 

administered at the local level between a school district and a nearby higher education 

institution, and are seen as a cost effective way to expand the academic intensity and 

curricular offerings for students (Bailey, Hughes, & Karp, 2003). For much college 

access research, participation in a dual enrollment program is seen as commensurate 

with Advanced Placement courses or other college credit-granting programs 

(Adelman, 2006), and is included within existing variables.  

Although dual enrollment programs have existed for many years, research on 

the effectiveness of these programs is just beginning to emerge. One reason for this 

late emergence is that longitudinal data are required to study the impact of dual 

enrollment on college-going behaviors. The early picture, however, is that dual 

enrollment participation does increase students’ access to higher education (Geise, 

2011; Hoffman, Vargas, & Santos, 2009; Karp, Calcagno, Huges, Jeong, & Bailey, 

2007). Karp and colleagues (2007) used internal, administrative datasets from the 

Florida Department of Education and the College Now Program at City University of 

New York (CUNY) to examine the effects of dual enrollment participation on high 

school graduation and college enrollment. Their statistical analyses revealed that dual 

enrollment participation was positively associated with graduating from high school, 
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enrolling in college and enrolling in a four-year college, remaining in college for a 

second year and college grade point average (Karp et al., 2007).  

In her recent dissertation, Geise (2011) examined the outcome effects for 

students participating in Ohio’s dual enrollment program, PSEOP. Geise (2011) used 

data from the Ohio Board of Regents to match a group of PSEOP participants with a 

group of non-participants using ACT scores. Her statistical analysis confirmed earlier 

research that PESOP participants enrolled in college at statistically significantly higher 

rates than non-participants of similar academic ability. She also found that PSEOP 

participants were more likely to be female, less likely to be African American, and 

more likely to have mothers with some college education (Geise, 2011). She found no 

significant difference in SES or father’s education for PSEOP participants as 

compared to non-participants. Thus, research on dual enrollment participation would 

seem to indicate that, like AP participation, taking college courses in high schools 

helps students to access higher education. 

In sum, research in academic achievement and preparation for college access 

has looked at students’ GPA, ACT scores, and participation in academically intense 

high school curriculum. This literature indicates that students’ academic readiness at 

the time of high school graduation influences their ability to access college. Moreover, 

their achievement and preparation may determine the type of institution in which they 

enroll and their ability to persist to degree completion.   

Socioeconomic status. Almost as salient as academic ability is students’ 

supply of financial resources and socioeconomic status. Research definitions of SES 

are somewhat varied, but they generally combine measures of family income, parents’ 
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education and parents’ occupation (Perna, 2006). Other measures, such as items in the 

home that reflect family wealth like books (Terenzini, Cabrera & Bernal, 2001), or 

students’ awareness of family income relative to peers (Chenoweth & Galliher, 2004) 

have also been included in composite measures of SES. Many researchers in college 

access and choice use a composite measure of SES because it is more statistically 

stable than the singular measure of family income (Perna, 2006; Terenzini, Cabrera & 

Bernal, 2001). As Perna (2006) notes, “SES may be considered a measure of wealth, 

reflecting a long-term and more stable assessment of resources” (p. 133) than family 

income alone.  

Still, whether family income or SES is used as a measure, the literature 

consistently indicates that students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds are 

less likely to apply to and enroll in post-secondary education, especially four-year 

colleges (Bedsworth, Colby & Doctor, 2006; Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Hossler, et al., 

1989; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006; Walpole, 2007). Terenzini and colleagues 

(2001) assert that students’ SES impacts nearly every aspect of their college decision-

making process, including their educational and occupational aspirations, their search 

for potential institutions and their eventual enrollment. Additionally, some studies 

have suggested that students from low-income families are less likely to aspire to 

attend college in the first place (Kao & Tienda, 1998; McDonough, 1997; Terenzini et 

al., 2001). Many researchers posit that SES impacts how students think of their future 

potential in terms of education and occupation (McDonough, 1997; Terenzini et al., 

2001; Walpole, 2007).  
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The majority of the research examining the link between college choice and 

SES was based on national datasets and statistical analyses, though at least one 

seminal project used qualitative case study (McDonough, 1997). In her study of 

female high school seniors in California, McDonough (1997) found that 

socioeconomic status (SES) and cultural capital influenced these urban students’ 

college choice process. McDonough (1997) interviewed twelve students at four high 

schools that represented “a mix not only of high and low social class status contexts, 

but also high and low college guidance operations” (p. 14). She also interviewed each 

target student’s best friend, parents, and guidance counselor in order to understand 

how varied contextual influences impacted students’ college choice decisions.  

Using the metaphor of a mobile, McDonough (1997) noted that college 

influences are weighted differently for each individual. Where parents were influential 

for all students, how they mattered or how much they mattered with respect to friends 

or school experiences differed. For the high SES students in the study, “the seamless 

nature” (McDonough, 1997, p. 146) of their families, peer groups, and schooling 

experiences “almost always fit together perfectly to focus the students’ aspirations on 

going to four-year colleges, hopefully the best their achievements would allow” 

(McDonough, 1997, p. 146). On the other hand, for the low SES girls in the study, the 

spheres of influence at times conflicted with one another, which resulted in either 

lowered or unmet aspirations as these students enrolled in community colleges. Thus, 

these students’ unique sociocultural contexts provided knowledge and promoted 

behavior that either fostered or hindered their eventual college access and choice. 
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McDonough (1997) also found that family SES and the costs associated with 

college contributed to students’ unique college choice mobile. For example, while 

high SES students assumed or knew their parents would pay for college, low SES 

students did not make that assumption and seemed to temper their college choice 

because of cost. Further, while all students factored geographic locality into their 

college choice decisions by expressing a desire to be close enough to home to 

facilitate visits, the students’ definitions of “close enough” differed in terms of SES. 

For example, the students from high SES families considered a day of air travel an 

acceptable distance, whereas low SES families thought in terms of ground 

transportation or even having the student continue living at home.  

Financial aid. Beyond family financial resources, the financial aid available to 

students from states, HEIs, or the federal government also factors into a students’ 

college choice decision. As Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) note, while all students take 

tuition costs and financial aid into consideration, “low-income students’ decisions to 

attend college appear to be highly sensitive to tuition and financial aid levels” (p. 12). 

Many researchers study tuition costs and financial aid as interrelated phenomena 

because the two are interrelated in students’ actual college choice decision process. 

For example, in order to determine how price and aid impact student enrollment, St. 

John (2003) used national longitudinal data to quantitatively determine the effect of 

increasing tuition and/or aid on enrollment. He found that increases in financial aid 

were more likely to increase enrollment than decreases in tuition, and that low-income 

students’ decisions were especially sensitive to changes in financial aid. Other 

research has found that financial aid from states increases college enrollment 
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generally, and in four-year institutions in the state providing aid, specifically 

(Dynarski, 2004).  

Cost. Research that considers the effect of cost on students’ eventual 

enrollment decision indicates that increases in tuition lead to declines in enrollment 

(Heller, 1999; Kane, 1999). Moreover, students may enroll in two-year rather than 

four-year institutions because of tuition and other costs (Perna & Titus, 2004). 

Students’ search for potential institutions during their college choice process may also 

be influenced by their own and their parents’ perceptions of the cost of higher 

education (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000).  

Opportunity costs associated with post-secondary education are also relevant to 

students’ college choice decisions. For many students, the opportunity to earn wages 

in the years immediately following high school is an attractive disincentive for college 

enrollment, which may be more attractive to economically disadvantaged students 

(Hahn & Price, 2008). Further, researchers using statistical analyses of national data 

sets have found a positive relationship between unemployment rates and college 

enrollment (Heller, 1999; Kane, 1999). In her interpretation of this research, Perna 

(2006) posits, “as the unemployment rate increases, foregone earnings (i.e., 

opportunity costs) are assumed to decline, and the likelihood of enrolling is assumed 

to increase” (p. 135). 

Future aspirations. Research consistently shows that a college degree leads to 

higher salaries for individuals (Baum & Payea, 2010; Carnevale, Rose, & Cheah, 

2011; Rumberger & Thomas, 1993). Organizations working to increase student 

college enrollment frequently publicize the higher salary rates for college-educated 
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individuals (e.g., Education Pays by the College Board). However, much less is 

known about how this knowledge influences students’ college choice process. In her 

review of the literature, Perna (2006) describes only one study in which expected 

increased wages led to increased enrollment in two-year colleges (Rouse, 1994). 

While students’ expectations of benefits associated with college are absent from the 

literature, it seems rational to assume that many individuals would elect to further their 

education only if they valued it as a means to some end. For many individuals, the 

benefits of higher education may be reflected in the predisposition stage of the college 

choice process. As Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) hypothesize, in middle or early high 

school, “many students come to value a particular occupation and begin to see 

attending college as crucial in securing their occupational goals” (p. 7).  

Similarly, other researchers have included individual habitus in their 

examinations of students’ college choice. The concept of habitus was introduced by 

Pierre Bourdieu (1977) to refer to the attitudes, beliefs and experiences that arise from 

and determine one’s social world. As Perna (2006) states, habitus “conditions an 

individual’s college-related expectations, attitudes, and aspirations” (p. 112). She 

continues, “Habitus reflects the internalization of structural boundaries and constraints 

and determines what is possible for an individual” (Perna, 2006, p. 112). Individual 

habitus and students’ perceptions of their future opportunities are shaped by 

characteristics such as gender, race and ethnicity as well as students’ access to cultural 

and social capital.  

Demographic characteristics. Because habitus is a difficult concept to 

operationalize and measure, much research in college access and choice has focused 
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on students’ demographic characteristics of race, ethnicity, and gender. In their review 

of extant research, Hossler and colleagues (1989) found that the background 

characteristics of gender, race and ethnicity only weakly correlated to college choice. 

As they report, “while some evidence suggests that women may receive less 

encouragement to attend a [post-secondary institution], the large increase in 

enrollment rates among women would suggest that gender no longer plays a major 

role in…student college choice” (Hossler et al., 1989, p. 20). Further, the authors note 

that multiple quantitative analyses of national data sets found the effect of race and 

ethnicity to be negligible when researchers controlled for SES (Hossler et al., 1989). 

Perna also (2006) reports that the research on students’ background characteristics is 

ambiguous, with some studies indicating that female, black and/or Latino/a students 

have higher college choice outcomes than males or other racial and ethnic groups, 

while some research indicates the opposite. At the most, research using statistical 

modeling indicates that the college choice process may differ for students from 

different racial and ethnic backgrounds, which may be justification enough for 

considering it in future research on college choice. 

Parental encouragement and support. Common sense alone would indicate 

that parents and/or guardians are influential figures in students’ college choice 

process. Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) state, “Parental encouragement has two 

dimensions. The first is motivational: parents maintain high educational expectations 

for their children. The second is proactive: parents become involved in school matters, 

discuss college plans with their children, and save for college” (p. 8). Examinations of 

national data have found that high school graduates enrolled in four-year colleges 
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report consistent parental encouragement to go to college (Conklin & Daily, 1981; 

Flint, 1992). Further, more active parental support, defined as either help in selecting 

high school classes, saving for college, visiting colleges or some combination thereof, 

has also been shown to positively influence students’ college-going behavior (Cabrera 

& LaNasa, 2000; Henderson & Berla, 1994; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Miller 

1997. More recent research using national datasets and statistical analysis has shown 

that parental involvement and encouragement in middle school also predicts post-

secondary enrollment (Perna, 2000). 

Another way that parents impact students’ college choice behavior is by 

endowing their children with social and cultural capital. According to Coleman 

(1988), social capital is the system of relationships and accompanying knowledge one 

can use to access privileged social spaces. In terms of college choice, social capital 

includes parents’ relationships with K-12 schools and HEIs as well as their 

relationships with individuals from these institutions. Parental involvement in schools 

has been consistently linked to improved higher education outcomes for students (Hao 

& Bonstead-Bruns, 1998; Perna, 2000; Perna & Titus, 2005; Plank & Jordan, 2001). 

Using hierarchical linear modeling and follow up NELS: 92 data, Perna and Titus 

(2005) sought to understand the relationship between parental involvement, social 

capital, race/ethnicity and eventual college enrollment. They found a positive 

relationship between the frequency of parental involvement in students’ academic 

matters and the likelihood of enrollment in post-secondary education (Perna & Titus, 

2005). 



 

 20 
 

Cultural capital refers to the knowledge and skills that students gain from their 

family background and social environment. Schools and society reflect and reward the 

dominant culture, so individuals from backgrounds that provide or privilege 

alternative cultural models are disadvantaged. Perna (2006) asserts, “Cultural 

capital…may provide students with access to resources that promote college-related 

behaviors and outcomes…[and] may be manifested in terms of cultural knowledge and 

the value placed on college attainment” (p. 138). In their review of college access 

literature, Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) note that students with less dominant cultural 

capital tend to express lowered educational aspirations and expect fewer returns on an 

investment in higher education. Perna (2006) further suggests that cultural capital may 

manifest as the value parents assign to higher education. In the college access and 

choice literature, this construct is measured by gauging the encouragement parents 

provide to students related to higher education.  

School resources. Perna (2006) also points out that parents are not the only 

source of social and cultural capital for students. In fact, peers or adults other than 

parents may impart these forms of capital to students. By including target students’ 

best friends in her study, McDonough (1997) showed how peers’ college aspirations 

and choices influenced the target students’ decision-making process. In that same 

study and subsequent work McDonough (1997; 2005) illustrated the influence of 

guidance counselors on students’ college choice process. By qualitatively comparing 

the nature of college guidance counseling available at four different types of high 

schools in California, McDonough (1997) demonstrated that the information students 

receive about colleges varies widely. Further, when parents lack the requisite social 
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capital to help students think about college, school guidance counselors are expected 

to fill the void, and thus, have a huge impact on students’ college choice process 

(McDonough, 1997). 

Additional college choice research indicates the saliency of the learning 

experiences students have before they enter college (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; 

Darling-Hammond, 2010; Hossler et al., 1989; Pressman & Pressman, 2008). Thus, 

the resources available to K-12 schools, especially those schools serving 

disadvantaged populations, influence the students who leave these schools to enter 

HEIs. Cabrera and LaNasa (2000), assert, “differences in college attendance rates 

among varied SES groups can be explained in part by the quality of the high school 

they attended” (p. 41). Further, schools are products of broader social and economic 

structures, and the lack of resources at some schools reflects the larger forces of 

poverty and inequality in American society (Tierney, Corwin, & Colyar, 2005, p. 2). 

Higher education institutional factors. A final influence in students’ college 

choice process is the number and location of HEIs in a student’s region or state. Perna 

(2006) notes, “The composition of a state’s higher education system (e.g., availability 

of different types of colleges and universities) contributes to the distribution of 

students at different types of colleges and universities in a state” (p. 143). In states or 

communities that are geographically isolated, students’ access to HEIs may be limited. 

When students in these areas begin looking for information about higher education, 

they may be unable to visit colleges or to access information about potential 

institutions. Other research has found that students typically enroll in HEIs that are 
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close to home or that they consider easily accessible to home (Desmond & Lopez 

Turley, 2009; McDonough, 1997). 

Summary. As shown above, researchers in college access and choice have 

identified a number factors that influence students. They have also put forth various 

theoretical models to explain how these factors shape the college choice process (e.g., 

Hossler et al., 1989; Cabrera and LaNasa, 2000; DesJardins, Ahlburg & McCall, 2006; 

McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006; 2010). Econometric models conceive of the college 

choice process as largely a cost-benefit analysis that hinges on financial aid 

(DesJardins et al., 2006). In contrast, sociocultural models focus on how an 

individual’s social status and demographic background impact his or her aspirations 

for educational attainment (McDonough, 1997). However, most theorists recognize 

that students’ college choice decisions are naturally complex and depend on economic 

and sociocultural forces. Therefore, combined models of college choice that can 

explain both types of factors in students’ college choice decision are currently favored 

in research. 

Three different combined models are prominent in the college access and 

choice literature—the stage model, the process model, and the nested process model. 

The stage model posits that college choice consists of three distinct stages:  

predisposition, search and choice (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Hossler et al., 1989). 

Predisposition is defined as the “developmental phase in which students determine 

whether or not they would like to continue their formal education beyond high school” 

(Hossler et al., 1989, p.16). The search phase involves determining the most important 

qualities one desires in a college or university and weighing the attributes of different 
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institutions, and ends when a student begins applying to institutions that meet his or 

her criteria. The third phase, choice, consists of a student’s final decision to attend one 

college or university. For traditionally aged students who enter college immediately 

after high school, predisposition usually spans grades 7-10, search occurs between 

grades 10 and 12, and choice is complete by the summer following high school 

graduation. The stage model does not address how individuals who enter college later 

in life may experience the stages, so its applicability is limited (Perna, 2006). After 

reviewing the research on college choice to date, Hossler and colleagues (1989) assert 

that student ability, parental education, parental encouragement, and socioeconomic 

status are the strongest factors in college choice. However, they list at least twenty 

factors that may influence students’ predisposition, search and choice stages.  

In the decades since the stage model was developed, college access and choice 

research has refined and expanded this basic combined model. Cabrera & LaNasa 

(2000) took Hossler and colleagues’ (1989) list of correlational factors and arranged 

them into three broad categories: 1) various parental factors, including encouragement, 

college experience, and socioeconomic status; 2) various student factors, including 

academic ability and qualifications, educational and occupational aspirations, and 

knowledge of higher education institutions; and 3) factors related to higher education 

institutions, including student perceptions of colleges and universities, and tuition, 

cost and financial aid. Cabrera and LaNasa’s (2000) process model of college choice 

then arranges these factors into a complex, interacting web with arrows that tries to 

account for relationships between the different factors within and across the three 

broad categories. While the process model more closely approximates the complexity 
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of college choice decision-making, its relationships are one-directional and it does not 

fully address the context that shapes these factors in the first place. 

The currently favored model in the field of college access and choice is the 

nested process model (Perna, 2006; 2010). The nested process model treats college 

choice as the outcome of a cost-benefit analysis that is shaped by a student’s unique 

sociocultural context. Perna (2006; 2010) groups the salient factors from the college 

choice literature into four broad categories: 1) a student’s demand for higher 

education, which is related to his her scholastic achievenment; 2) the student’s supply 

of monetary resources, including family income and financial aid; 3) the expected 

benefits of post-secondary education; and, 4) the expected costs of furthering one’s 

education. Perna’s (2006; 2010) nested process model further situates these college 

choice factors in four layers of context: 1) individual and family context 2) school and 

community context, 3) higher education context, and 4) social, economic, and policy 

context (see Figure 1). 

  

Figure 1-The Nested Process Model of College Choice (Perna, 2010) 
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The nested process model (Perna, 2006; 2010) is the first college choice model 

to explicitly consider the role of context in an individual’s college choice decision. 

“By emphasizing these layers of context, the [nested process] model recognizes 

differences across students in the resources that shape college choice” (Perna, 2006, p. 

116). The inclusion of context as well as the mutliple factors identified in the college 

access and choice literature makes Perna’s (2006; 2010) model the most complete 

model for understanding how students experience the college choice process. This 

model is also the only model to take into account the experience of non-traditional 

students, which makes it applicable to multiple research populations. 

College Access and Choice for Rural Students 

 As aforementioned, the research cited above, and, thus, the theoretical models 

derived from it, is overwhelmingly focused on urban and minority students. Within the 

field of college access and choice, there is literature focused specifically on rural and 

Appalachian students that is relevant to my study but is not necessarily included in the 

theoretical models of college choice. Even the nationally representative datasets do not 

take geographic location into account. Thus, relatively little research has examined 

rural students’ college-going beliefs and behaviors. In the following section, I review 

this literature as it applies to my focal population. 

In an early piece, Khattri and colleagues (1997) used existing national data to 

compare poor, rural and poor, urban students on three outcomes: graduation and drop 

out rates, academic achievement (as measured by NAEP scores) and college 

aspirations. Though their conclusions were limited by the inconsistent definitions of 

rural and the types of data in the studies they reviewed, the authors noted several 
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findings. For one, poor, rural students showed higher rates of high school graduation 

than poor, urban students and slightly higher levels of academic achievement. 

However, the schools that poor, rural students attend have significantly reduced 

curricular offerings and educational resources. Thus, the academic preparation 

available to students in these schools is reduced. Additionally, fewer poor, rural 

students pursue higher education than poor, urban students, although equal 

percentages of both groups eventually graduate from college. An obvious caveat of 

this article is its relative age, as well as its reliance on older national surveys and data 

sets, especially because it deals with rural and urban populations, whose numbers and 

characteristics have changed in the past fifteen years,. 

Hu’s (2003) comparative analysis of college aspirations among urban, 

suburban and rural students is an especially strong piece of work in the quantitative 

literature on college access for rural students. By looking across the responses of 

students in 8th, 10th and 12th grades, Hu (2003) expands the typical analysis of 

National Educational Longitudinal Study: 1988 data and finds that this methodology 

yields different results for students from each of the three groups. Typically, in this 

type of research student responses are compared at only one grade level; usually, not 

all groups are compared. Hu’s (2003) expanded analysis reveals that rural students 

have lower levels of educational aspiration, access, and enrollment than either their 

suburban or urban counterparts. Hu (2003) also notes that comparing students at the 

8th grade shows a different picture than when students are compared at the 12th grade. 

For example, urban 8th graders report lower rates of college aspiration than the other 

groups; but by the 12th grade, these students show higher rates of enrollment. Thus, 
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looking at only one grade may present a skewed picture of how locality impacts 

college access. Because Hu’s (2003) work is quantitative and based on a national data 

set, it can only speak to the larger level of urban, rural, and suburban. However, it is 

evident to even casual observers that rural North Dakota is substantially different from 

rural Kentucky. Hu’s (2003) research cannot separate rural groups for analysis by 

location. It is unclear if his finding that rural students have lower levels of aspiration, 

access and enrollment will hold when we look only at rural, Appalachian youth. 

Recent research on rural students has found that school characteristics were 

predictive of poor, rural students' ultimate educational achievement (Byun, Irvin, & 

Meece, 2012; Irvin et al., 2011). Generally, college access and choice literature 

indicates that aspects of school context such as guidance counselors and curriculum 

strength may indeed shape students’ college decisions (Gonzalez, Stone, & Jovel, 

2003; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006; Perna & Titus, 2005; Stanton-Salazar, 1997). 

Only recently has research begun to confirm that these same characteristics apply to 

rural students. 

Irvin and colleagues (2011) examined the relationship between school context 

characteristics and educational outcomes for over 6,000 students from both high- and 

low-poverty rural communities. Using data collected directed from students and 

teachers, as well as data from the NCES Common Core of Data, the researchers 

quantitatively analyzed the significance of a number of school variables on students’ 

grades and college aspirations. They found that for students in high-poverty rural 

communities, school characteristics such as number of grade levels, location and 

student population were predictive of grades, but not aspirations. For students in low-
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poverty rural areas, these school variables did not influence educational outcomes. As 

Irvin and colleagues note, these findings run counter to other research that suggests 

location and other school factors may impact rural students’ educational aspirations 

and outcomes. 

Byun and colleagues (2012) used NELS: 88 data to analyze the background 

characteristics, pre-college schooling experiences, and college completion of rural 

students at four-year institutions. Using various statistical analyses, the researchers 

found that rural students tended to be poorer, whiter, and more often first-generation 

college-goers than their suburban or urban counterparts. They also found that the 

academic intensity of the curriculum at rural schools was lower than that at other 

schools, even though student academic achievement was commensurate. Finally, the 

analysis revealed that rural students were more likely to enroll in less selective, public 

institutions than urban or suburban students.   

College Access and Choice for Appalachian Students 

Another relevant subset of college access and choice literature consists of a 

few studies that focus on students from Appalachia. A quantitative study conducted by 

Ali and Saunders (2006) utilized social cognitive career theory to explore how rural 

students’ self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations and goal representations 

influence their career and academic interests and aspirations. The researchers used 

hierarchical multiple regression to identify variables impacting the college plans of the 

Appalachian students in their study. The students’ perceptions of parental support and 

their academic self-efficacy were the most influential variables, which confirms some 

findings from general college access research. Still, and as the authors note 
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themselves, these variables only explained a small amount of the variance observed. 

While not uncommon to this type of research, large amounts of unexplained variance 

point to the absence of important factors in the analysis. Thus, future research should 

build on this study to develop a clearer picture of college choice process of rural 

Appalachian youth. 

In a similar study in North Carolina, Dellana and Snyder (2004) explored how 

students’ future plans for education depend on the variables of “quality of counseling, 

race, gender, grade level, and academic performance” (p. 27). Using multiple 

statistical analyses, the researchers found that academic performance (as measured by 

students’ self-reported grades) and quality of counseling (either by a teacher and/or 

guidance counselor) had the greatest impact on students’ educational plans. They also 

found gender differences with regards to perceptions of counselor quality, but no 

racial differences at all. While this article’s focus on counseling is appropriate given 

the knowledge that guidance counselors influence college choice, it does not go far 

enough in its exploration of how mutliple factors impact rural students’ college 

aspirations and why they do so. It is also geographically limited and may not be 

generalizable to wider populations. However, as with most of the previously discussed 

quantitative studies, this research may serve as a fertile starting ground for more 

descriptive studies that explore the linkages between school variables, personal traits, 

college goals and enrollment decisions. 

Using a fairly typical research method for examining how particular variables 

impact students’ college aspirations, Chenoweth and Galliher (2004) administered a 

survey to nearly 250 students in rural West Virginia and used statistical analyses to 
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determine the significance of particular variables on college enrollment. The 

researchers used Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which combines micro-

level, individual characteristics and macro-level, contextual influences, to capture the 

complexity of the decision to pursue higher education. They found that academic 

preparation and parent variables were significant for the aspirations of these rural 

students. Further, the authors discovered gender differences in the college choice 

pathways of the students. This finding is an interesting addition to the literature on 

college access in general. Though this study is quite rigorous, it would have benefitted 

from a longitudinal approach that measured if the students who expressed intentions to 

attend a HEI actually enrolled. Although the authors do identify longitudinal studies as 

a direction for future research, it is not one the researchers, or others, appear to have 

pursued at this point. 

In his report for the Appalachian Regional Commission, Haaga (2004) 

compiled Census data to characterize education in the region of interest. The resulting 

picture is not positive. In almost every category of educational attainment, 

Appalachian adults fare worse than their national counterparts. However, the 

percentage of young Appalachians graduating from high school has partially offset the 

high number of older adults that failed to earn a high school diploma, so the literature 

contains some hope for the region. While Haaga’s (2004) piece is crucial for 

understanding why policies aimed at increasing college access for rural populations 

are needed, it cannot speak to the reasons for this historically low level of educational 

attainment. Other research is needed to explore these reasons and to help craft 

effective policy and practice for this rural region. 
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Finally, in an interesting piece of qualitative research, Bryan and Simmons 

(2009) interviewed ten first-generation college students attending an institution of 

higher education in Kentucky in an attempt to identify and describe important factors 

that account for their academic achievement. The researchers coded interview 

transcripts and discovered seven themes that cut across the reported experiences of the 

participants. Many of the themes echo variables in quantitative studies of college 

choice.  For instance, the students cited knowledge of college procedures, 

intervention/outreach programs, and family characteristics as key factors in their 

ability to attend college. The bulk of this article consists of thick, rich description of 

the seven themes that weaves the students’ voices into the narrative, and provides a 

level detail that is absent from other works in this body of literature. These well-

developed themes could help quantitative researchers identify variables worth 

examining in future studies, just as quantitative studies helped Bryan and Simmons 

(2009) recognize important themes in Appalachian students’ early college 

experiences. 

As a whole, the literature does not provide a clear picture of the factors that 

impact rural Appalachian students’ college choice and access, or how rural 

Appalachian students’ think about college choice decisions. By studying a sample of 

rural students from Appalachian Kentucky who have completed their college choice 

process, we can begin to understand if and how the experience of rural students aligns 

with the research in the field of college access and choice. 
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Gaps in the Literature 

My dissertation addresses three gaps in the college access and choice literature 

as discussed above: 1) the lack of research on rural Appalachian students’ college 

choice process; 2) the preponderance of quantitative analyses of national datasets in 

the field; and 3) the lack of consideration of the role of several dimensions of context 

in the college choice process. The primary gap in the college access and choice 

literature is the lack of research on the college choice experience of rural students in 

general and rural Appalachian students in particular. Much research in college access 

and choice is premised on the assumption that different student populations experience 

the college choice process differently. Studies of college choice among ethnic and 

racial minority groups, low-income students, first-generation students, and urban 

students fill the literature. Moreover, these studies have been used to construct 

conceptual models of college choice that are generalized to all students.  

In part, the research focuses on ethnic and racial minority groups, low-income 

students, first-generation students, and urban students because they have been 

traditionally underrepresented and underserved by schools and society. Another reason 

is that these groups exist in numbers sufficient to allow for disaggregation from 

national datasets and quantitative analysis. Similarly disadvantaged groups with 

numbers that cannot be disaggregated from the data, for example, Native American or 

Pacific Islander American, are less frequently studied. However, we know enough 

about college access and choice to know that small, disadvantaged groups likely face 

unique barriers to higher education. Research that focuses on the experiences of these, 

and other, small groups is necessary if the theoretical models of college choice are to 
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account for all students. As a small, and often disregarded population, rural students 

and their college choice experience should be studied so we begin to understand why 

they are likely to access higher education at lower rates than other students. 

The second gap in the literature that my study will address is the reliance on 

quantitative analysis of national longitudinal datasets. While this work has provided 

many valuable insights about the various factors that impact students’ college 

enrollment, it cannot tell us much about how these factors influence students or how 

individual students engage in the college choice process. Qualitative research is 

necessary to understand how multiple factors interact within a process (Merriam, 

2009). Qualitative studies of the college choice process could provide additional 

insights about how students experience certain factors and how these experiences 

shape the college decision process. Indeed, some existant qualitative studies in the 

field of college choice and access have revealed how the factors identified by 

quantitative work actually play out in students’ decision-making process 

(McDonough, 1997; Tierney & Colyar, 2006). However, this qualitative work has 

focused solely on students in urban settings, and should be expanded to different 

student populations. 

 Constructs that are hard to quantify, but important to the college choice 

process, such as students’ perceptions and values, can be examined using rigorous 

qualitative methods and added to the conceptual models in the field. In short, 

quantitative analyses of national datasets can only tell us so much about the college 

choice process of any student population. Qualitative research can offer different types 

of insights about individual students’ college choice experience and is needed to 
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enhance our overall understanding of the process. I addressed this gap in my 

dissertation by employing qualitative, case-study methodology (Yin, 2009), and by 

striving to unpack the complex college choice process of four rural students from 

Appalachian Kentucky.  

The final gap in the college access and choice literature that my study 

addresses is the largely ignored role of context in students’ college choice. Only one 

model of college choice—the nested process model—places college choice within its 

larger sociocultural context. Perna’s (2010) nested process model of college choice 

posits that college choice is shaped by sociocultural contextual influences at both 

individual and broader levels. As Perna (2006) states, “college enrollment decisions 

reflect an individual’s ‘situated context,’ and pathways to college enrollment differ in 

ways that reflect the diversity in individual circumstances, as well as the ways that 

individual circumstances serve to define and constrain students’ college opportunities” 

(p. 140). The context in which students make college choice decisions is important 

because it influences how they view themselves, the available opportunities for future 

success, and their ultimate decision set. Examining how context influences the college 

choice process of a specific student population could further enhance our theoretical 

knowledge. 

Conceptual Framework 

In order to address these three gaps and contribute to the literature in college 

access and choice, I sought to examine the college choice process of four rural 

students within the context of Appalachian Kentucky. Because the nested process 

model (Perna, 2006; 2010) recognizes that students’ college choice is shaped by their 
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varied access to resources at the individual, family, school, and societal levels, I used 

it as the conceptual framework for my study. Its inclusion of the salient factors for 

college access and choice drawn from the literature as well as contextual factors 

makes it well-suited to my study.  

Perna’s (2006; 2010) nested process model can be seen above in Figure 1. 

Recall that Perna (2006; 2010) groups the salient factors from the college choice 

literature into four broad categories: 1) a student’s demand for higher education, which 

is related to his her scholastic achievenment; 2) the student’s supply of monetary 

resources, including family income and financial aid; 3) the expected benefits of post-

secondary education; and, 4) the expected costs of furthering one’s education. These 

college choice factors are nested within four layers of context: 1) individual and 

family context 2) school and community context, 3) higher education context, and 4) 

social, economic, and policy context.  

At the student and family level, college choice and enrollment are influenced 

by students’ demographic characteristics, such as race, and the cultural and social 

capital available to a student, such as parents’ knowledge of college process (Perna, 

2006; 2010; Rowan-Kenyon, Bell, & Perna, 2008). The next layer of context is the 

school and community, which focuses on the structural supports and barriers to 

college choice like the availability of guidance counseling and college literature 

(McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006; 2010). The third layer of context concerns the 

location and characteristics of higher education institutions, which includes academic 

programs and marketing and recruitment (Chapman, 1981; Perna, 2006; 2010). The 

fourth layer of context is the broader social, economic and political environment in 
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which students, their families, their schools, and institutions of higher education 

operate. This final layer of context includes broad influences on college choice and 

enrollment, such as legislation and population patterns (Perna, 2006; 2010).  

By studying rural Appalachian students who have completed the college 

choice process, I can begin to understand if and how their experience aligns with the 

research in the field of college access and choice. Appalachian Kentucky is a 

challenging context for students who want to go to college because of its low level of 

educational attainment and high level of poverty. Yet, despite the barriers to success, 

many students from the region do choose to enroll in post-secondary education. By 

learning how and why some students from Appalachian Kentucky are able to go to 

college, educators and researchers can begin to understand how to increase the 

region’s level of educational attainment. Explicitly, the main research question for my 

dissertation was: 

1. How does the college decision-making process of a sample of rural 

students from Appalachian Kentucky align with Perna’s (2006; 2010) 

nested process model of college choice? 

In order to answer this question I also answer the following sub-questions: 

a. What are the characteristics of a sample of rural students from 

Appalachian Kentucky who are planning to attend a 4-year college 

or university in the fall of 2012? 

b. How did four case students decide whether and where to go to 

college? 
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c. What factors are associated with the case students’ decisions of 

whether and where to go to college? 

d. How did the students’ enrollment decisions vary by gender, 

academic achievement, socioeconomic status, and family education 

level? 



 

 38 
 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

To answer my research questions, I conducted a case study of four students 

who graduated from a rural high school in Appalachian Kentucky in May 2012 and 

were enrolled in a four-year college by August 2012. I used case study methodology 

because it is well suited for answering “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 2009) that 

allow a researcher to describe and/or explain a phenomenon in depth. As Merriam 

(2009) notes, case studies are particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic. They provide 

thick, rich description of a single phenomenon, situation or event (Merriam, 2009), 

and help researchers answer questions that arise from and aim to speak back to 

existing theoretical propositions (Yin, 2009). 

Case study methodology was appropriate for my dissertation because I sought 

to answer descriptive research questions about a specific phenomenon using an extant 

theoretical framework. While other methodologies can also answer descriptive 

research questions, case study is well suited to the study of phenomena that cannot be 

separated from real-life contexts (Yin, 2009). Because my study sought to understand 

the students’ college choice process as it occurs in the context of rural Appalachian 

Kentucky, case study was a fitting methodology for my work. My study also sought to 

make theoretical contributions to the existing literature on college choice by seeking 

analytic generalizations by studying a new population—rural students from 

Appalachian Kentucky. 

Context: Rural, Appalachian Kentucky 

The Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC), established by Congress in 

1965 as a part of the War on Poverty, provides the most commonly used definition of 
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the Appalachian region. Since 1965, the ARC has used economic need and proximity 

to the Appalachian Mountains to classify counties as Appalachian (Williams, 2002). 

The entire Appalachian region consists of nearly 26 million individuals in 420 

counties across 13 states (See Figure 2) (ARC, 2008). Appalachian Kentucky is 

comprised of 54 counties that are home to 1.2 million residents (ARC, 2013). In terms 

of demographics, Appalachia is predominately white (84%), but Appalachian 

Kentucky is even more so (95%) (ARC, 2013).  Nationally, whites make up about 

64% of the population (U.S. Census, 2010). 

 

Figure 2-Map of Appalachia (ARC, 2008) 

Even though Appalachia is classified by a mountain range and boasts much 

forestland, the region includes rural, suburban and metropolitan areas within its 

borders. For the purposes of the Census, rural and urban areas are defined by 

population density. Any Census block with 2,500 or fewer individuals is considered 
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rural. Approximately 42% of Appalachia’s entire population is rural; 61% of 

Appalachian Kentucky’s population is considered rural (ARC, 2013; U.S. Census, 

2010). Comparatively, 15% of the national population lives in rural areas (U.S. 

Census, 2010). 

As previously described, Appalachian Kentucky is economically distressed, 

with unemployment rates between 10 and 12% and a poverty rate of 25% (ARC, 

2013). In fact, in almost every category of economic wellbeing, Appalachian 

Kentucky fares worse than the region as a whole, as well as the entire nation. For 

example, in Appalachia generally, the regional unemployment rate is commensurate 

with the national unemployment rate of 9% (ARC, 2013; U.S Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2013). Similarly, the national poverty rate is 15% (U.S. Census, 2010), 

while the poverty rate in Appalachia is 18% (ARC, 2013). The most common 

industries in Appalachia are mining, manufacturing, farming and forestry, while the 

least common industries are finance, federal government, and professional/technical 

services (ARC, 2013). While manufacturing is also a top industry nationally, other 

industries like health services, retail trade and professional/technical services share 

significant portions of the market (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). In 

Appalachian Kentucky, coal mining is the top industry, but it is in decline (Roenker, 

2001). Other top industries in Appalachian Kentucky include farming and 

manufacturing (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). 

School Site Selection and Context 

To limit confounding variables and because my resources as an individual 

independent researcher were limited, I decided to select a sample of college-going 
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students from rural, Appalachian Kentucky from a single county school district that 

contained only one high school. To select the school, I considered three school context 

criteria from the college access and choice literature: college-going rate, number of 

guidance counselors, and access to college level curriculum. Research indicates that 

many aspects of school context can shape students’ college decisions (Gonzalez et al., 

2003; Irvin et al., 2011; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006; Perna & Titus, 2005; 

Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Some of the salient school factors that have been identified in 

college access and choice literature are: guidance counselors (McDonough, 1997), 

teachers acting as mentors (Stanton-Salazar, 1997), college preparatory curricula such 

as Advanced Placement (AP) or International Baccalaureate (IB) (Cabrera & LaNasa, 

2000; Gonzalez et al., 2003), and college-going peers (Stanton-Salazar, 1997) and the 

resulting social network of friends and adults that have access to college information 

(Perna & Titus, 2005).  

Before I could analyze individual school context criteria, I identified which 

county school districts in Kentucky were considered both rural and Appalachian. 

Kentucky includes  54 Appalachian counties (ARC, 2008). Because Census blocks do 

not correspond to politically defined areas like cities and counties, I had to look 

elsewhere for a list of rural districts. The National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) Common Core of Data, a national database of all public schools and school 

districts, classifies all schools as rural, suburban or urban (Provasnik, KewalRamani, 

Coleman, Gilbertson, Herring, & Xie, 2007). Using the NCES Common Core of 

Data’s (2012) map of Kentucky school districts, I identified 34 rural county school 

districts in Appalachian Kentucky. My reliance on the Common Core of Data is 
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consistent with other research on rural students (Griffin, Hutchins, & Meece, 2011; 

Irvin et al., 2011).  

Next, I examined the college-going rates of the school districts in each of the 

identified 34 rural, Appalachian Kentucky counties (Kentucky Council on 

Postsecondary Education, 2008). The Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education 

(2008) identifies five levels of college going for the state’s school districts: Low=0.00-

39.9%, Medium-Low=40.0-49.9%, Medium=50.0-54.9%, Medium-High=55.0-59.9%, 

and High=60.0-69.9%. I wanted to identify the rural county school districts with a 

medium to high college going rate so that I could study students who had successfully 

completed their college choice process. According to the Kentucky Council on 

Postsecondary Education (2008), three rural, county school districts in Appalachian 

Kentucky have a high college going rate—Frost2, Fairbanks, and Lake. However, only 

Frost and Fairbanks county districts had a single central high school, which was a 

necessary condition for my study.  

In order to select one school as a research site, I considered the three 

aforementioned aspects of school context. School level data revealed important 

differences in the availability of guidance counselors and college level curriculum at 

the two potential schools. Fairbanks County High School (FCHS) has two guidance 

counselors, one of which is specifically assigned to the senior class. Frost County 

High School has only one guidance counselor. Further, Fairbanks County offers a 

dual-enrollment program where students can receive both high school and college 

credit for a single class, but they do not offer traditional Advanced Placement classes. 

                                                
2 All names are pseudonyms. 
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Because research in college access and choice tells us that both guidance counselors 

and college preparatory curricula are important influences on students’ college 

decision-making process (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Gonzalez et al., 2003 

McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006), I selected Fairbanks County High School as my 

research site.  

Fairbanks County is located in the westernmost part of Appalachian Kentucky. 

Its population is 14,672 with a population density of 58 people per square mile. Only 

2,700 of these individuals live in Juniper, the county seat. The Kentucky River runs 

through Fairbanks County, and its geography is unique as the place where the hills and 

mountains meet the flatter farmland of central Kentucky. As you drive through the 

county you see farms and homes and a few scattered service stations or shops until 

you enter the county seat where you see gas stations, fast food restaurants and stores 

like Family Dollar or the IGA grocery. There is a factory that makes work clothes, a 

hospital, a public library, and two elementary schools—one in the town center and one 

further out in the county. Just three miles down Main Street, the middle and high 

school sit on the same campus in the shadow of a mountain. 

The median family income in Fairbanks is $28,324; unemployment is 11%; 

27% of people there live below the poverty line (ARC, 2013; U.S. Census, 2010). The 

county is 97% white; 7% of adults in the county have a college degree. Many people 

in Fairbanks work and shop one county over where a small city, Seaver, has two big 

box retail stores, larger clothing stores and chain restaurants, as well as another 

hospital, a university, and a U.S. Army depot.  
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Access  

Because I had no prior relation to Fairbanks County High School or its 

students, I contacted the principal and superintendent via email to explain my research 

aims and gain access. Through our email exchanges, we arranged a meeting where I 

could fully explain my study and its participants. Both administrators thought that my 

study could highlight the effective practices in their school district, so they allowed me 

to proceed and introduced me to the senior guidance counselor. The principal told the 

senior guidance counselor to help me contact the graduating class of 2012 and to 

generally work with me as I completed my study. Once I explained my purpose, the 

guidance counselor and her administrative assistant were eager to help me reach the 

2012 graduates. 

Because I wanted to characterize a larger sample of college-going students 

from rural Appalachian Kentucky, I used email addresses provided by the guidance 

counselor to send a questionnaire (see Appendix A) to 2012 FCHS graduates. After 

subsequently mailing the text of the email as a letter to graduates’ homes and 

advertising and holding a pizza party where graduates could complete the 

questionnaire, I had eight respondents out of 165 graduates. One reason for the low 

response rate could have been that my identity as a researcher, or an outsider seeking 

somewhat personal information, dissuaded many of the students from participating. 

There is a fairly strong tendency to hold outsiders at arms length in rural, Appalachian 

Kentucky. It is also possible that I sent the questionnaire at a time when students were 

preoccupied with college preparations, vacations, or summer jobs.  However, I did 
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analyze the eight completed questionnaires to select six potential case study 

participants from the respondents, 

Participants 

Case students. I sought a sample of case study participants that varied in terms 

of academic ability, socioeconomic status, and gender. I took participants’ academic 

ability and SES into account because these factors have consistently been shown to 

influence college choice in the literature (Adelman 1999; 2006; Cabrera & LaNasa, 

2000; Hossler et al., 1989; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006). For the purposes of this 

study, I used both GPA and ACT scores as the measure of academic achievement. In 

Kentucky, all juniors in public high schools are required to take the ACT as part of the 

state’s testing package; very few students take the SAT. Thus, I used ACT scores 

because all questionnaire and case study participants had taken the ACT. Because of 

my low survey response rate (4.8%), the variability in academic achievement levels of 

potential participants was extremely low.  

However, the survey respondents did vary in terms of SES, which is another 

salient factor in the college access and choice literature (Bedsworth et al., 2006; 

Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Hossler, et al., 1989; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006; 

Walpole, 2007). Because poverty and low educational attainment are rampant in 

Appalachian Kentucky, SES had the potential to be a significant factor for college-

going students from this area. I used student reports of relative family income, parental 

education, and parental occupation to gauge SES. Six of the eight survey respondents 

were female, which corresponds to the higher rates of college enrollment for females 

both nationally, and at FCHS (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). 
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I asked six of the eight survey respondents, two male and four female, to 

participate in the study. One male and three females agreed to participate. My sample 

size decision is drawn from seminal qualitative research in college access and choice. 

McDonough’s (1997) study of the college choice process of girls in California high 

schools used 12 participants across four high schools. Tierney and Colyar (2006) used 

a sample of five students in their examination of the college pathways of urban 

students from two high schools in Los Angeles. Thus, my sample of four students is 

consistent with other qualitative studies in the field. My four case study participants 

are characterized in the table below. 

Table 1 

Characteristics of the Four Case Students 

 Lydia Nelson Katherine Isaacs Kyle Vandiver Sara Smith 

College 

Enrollment 

Public, 4-

year 

Regional 

University 

Private, 4-year 

Private 

University 

Public, 4-year 

Regional 

University 

Public, 4-

year 

Regional 

University 

Gender F F M F 

Ethnicity W W W W 

Free/Reduced 

Meals 

No Free meals No Reduced 

price meals 

Parent 

Education 

(Mother/Father) 

Masters/High 

school 

graduate 

High school 

graduate/High 

school graduate 

High school 

graduate/Less 

than high 

Some 

college/Some 

college 
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school 

GPA 3.92 3.58 3.97 3.66 

ACT 27 26 30 27 

Number of Dual 

Enrollment 

Courses 

5 6 6 5 

Other participants. I included the case students’ parents as participants 

because of the salience of parents in students’ college decisions (Cabrera & LaNasa, 

2000; Hossler et al., 1989; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006). However, only three of 

the case students’ parents agreed to be interviewed—the Nelsons, the Smiths and the 

Isaacs. Kyle’s parents did not want to participate in the study, but since he was the 

only male who agreed to be in the study, I accepted him without parent participation. 

I also included four other individuals as participants because students cited 

them as influential in their decisions of whether and where to go to college. These 

participants were two dual enrollment teachers at FCHS, Dr. Hoover and Dr. Taraki; 

the FCHS principal, Mr. Dean; the FCHS guidance counselor, Mrs. Olin; and the 

superintendent of Fairbanks County Schools. All five of these school personnel 

participants were natives to Appalachian Kentucky with decades of experience in 

Kentucky schools or universities. Mr. Dean, a native of Fairbanks County, graduated 

from FCHS, taught math there, and eventually became principal. He has been 

principal of FCHS for nine years. Mrs. Olin is from another rural county in 

Appalachian Kentucky, but she attended a nearby university and taught in the area 

until becoming a counselor at FCHS in 1995. Dr. Hoover has been a math professor at 
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Regional University for eleven years and has taught dual enrollment math classes at 

FCHS for the past three years. Dr. Taraki has been teaching college composition and 

literature for twenty years, but she has been at Regional University for twelve years 

and has taught dual enrollment English for FCHS for three years. 

Sources of Data 

Questionnaire. One source of data for my study was the aforementioned 

questionnaire that I used for participant selection. However, I also intended to use the 

questionnaire data to answer my first research question about the characteristics of a 

sample of rural college going students from Appalachian Kentucky. 

My questionnaire (see Appendix B) was drawn from Chenoweth and 

Galliher’s (2006) study of the college aspirations of 250 students in rural West 

Virginia. The researchers developed a questionnaire to understand how students make 

the decision of whether to go to college. I reviewed Chenoweth and Galliher’s (2004) 

questionnaire and identified items that would help me answer my research question 

and identify participants. I did not include all of the items on Chenoweth and 

Galliher’s (2004) questionnaire because my study included interviews to explore 

students’ college decision-making process as well.  

Because the low response rate to my questionnaire did not allow for any 

statistical analysis, I spoke with the guidance counselor about how else to get a sense 

of the graduating class and about any pertinent data to which she had access. It 

became clear that she had access to student demographic information (gender and 

ethnicity), ACT scores, GPAs, post-graduation plans, and Free and Reduced Price 

meals (FARMS) eligibility. FARMS is a federal program that subsidizes meals for 
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children in schools (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2013). FARMS eligibility is 

based on income guidelines set by the United States Department of Agriculture; thus, 

the FARMS data would serve as a proxy measure for student income.  

Because of the sensitive nature of these data, I constructed a spreadsheet 

template in which the guidance counselor could populate the data for each student, 

erase student names and insert a random identification number for students. I would 

never see or know students’ ID numbers. I applied for an IRB addendum explaining 

this revised procedure. Because I would never be able to link individual students to 

their data, the IRB determined that I would not need individual permissions from 

students for the guidance counselor to share the compiled data. The Superintendent 

agreed with this decision. When the addendum was approved, I sent the counselor the 

spreadsheet template so she could record students’ college plans, gender, ethnicity, 

FARMS, GPA and ACT score (see Appendix C). She inserted a random number in 

place of each student’s name and returned the file to me. I used this data on all 165 

graduates to analyze differences between the college-bound students and non-college 

bound students.  

Interviews. My dissertation used open-ended interviews with case study 

participants, their parents, the guidance counselor, the principal, and two dual 

enrollment teachers to generate data. I interviewed the school guidance counselor and 

principal in their offices at FCHS. I interviewed the dual enrollment teachers in their 

offices at Regional University. When I arranged interviews with the case students, I 

asked if I could come to their house, or if they would prefer to meet somewhere else. 

Only Kyle told me that he preferred an alternate location because his mother was ill 
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and did not want people in the house. I interviewed Kyle at the public library in 

Fairbanks County and was never able to arrange a follow up interview with his 

parents. I interviewed the other three case students and their parents at their respective 

homes.  

These interviews focused on students’ experiences during their college choice 

process, which students had completed a few months before I met with them. My goal 

was to treat the interviews as conversations to put participants at ease and encourage 

them to share their college choice experiences with me. I piloted my broad interview 

questions with two college sophomores from Kentucky, with whom I worked in the 

summer of 2012. I made note of confusing questions, places where follow-up probes 

might be helpful, and topics that were either uncomfortable or less relevant for these 

individuals. It seemed that the pilot students were comfortable talking about 

themselves and their experiences. I also discussed potentially difficult questions for 

parents (e.g., “How will Sara’s college be paid for?”) with my own parents and adult 

colleagues. 

I felt all four case students were generally comfortable describing their college 

choice process and related influences to me. I tried to put the students and parents at 

ease by sharing my own background as a native of Appalachian Kentucky. Because I 

was aware of the Appalachian inclination to distrust outsiders, I code-switched and 

used colloquialisms when talking to participants, although I did so more with parents 

and students than with the school personnel. My main concern during all interviews 

was to listen intently to participants and ask probing, follow-up questions such as, 

“What do you mean by that?” or, “Can you give me an example?” or, “Tell me more 
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about that” or, “What was that experience like for you?” With these open-ended 

probes I hoped to convey that I was interested in their experiences, and that I wanted 

to access their thinking in as much depth as possible. The interview protocols for all 

participants can be found in Appendices D-G. 

In almost all cases I interviewed the students separately before interviewing 

their parents. I wanted to limit any pressure they may have felt to respond to questions 

in a certain way because their parents were present. However, in Katherine’s case, I 

interviewed her and her parents simultaneously because they did not have time to do 

both interviews back to back and did not want to meet with me a second day. Two or 

three times in Katherine’s interview, her response or thinking seemed to differ from 

that of her parents and I noted those instances and followed up with Katherine 

electronically to ensure I had captured her thoughts accurately. I have also followed up 

with the other case students via Facebook messaging with questions that have 

occurred to me throughout data analysis. 

Artifacts. The final data source for my dissertation was artifacts from the 

guidance counselor and any artifacts from individual students’ college choice process, 

such as letters of recommendation and application essays. The guidance counselor 

shared an informational folder she prepares for parents of FCHS seniors, the 2011-

2012 calendar her office created for seniors, and materials from the Kentucky Higher 

Education Assistance Authority (KHEAA). KHEAA is a governmental agency 

devoted to “expanding educational opportunities by providing financial and 

informational resources that enable Kentuckians to attain their higher education goals” 

(KHEAA, 2013). I collected these artifacts to get a sense of the college information to 



 

 52 
 

which my case students and their families had access during their college choice 

process. A subset of these counseling artifacts is included in Appendix H. 

Data Analysis 

I analyzed data during and after the data collection process. The questionnaire 

data were informally analyzed as they were submitted in order to identify potential 

case students. I used the data on the 2012 graduating class from the guidance 

counselor to explore associations between students’ college-going plans and variables 

such as gender, academic achievement, and socioeconomic status. I used SPSS 19 to 

run Chi-square tests of independence on my categorical variables and independent 

samples t-tests on the academic achievement variables. 

I analyzed qualitative data using the constant comparative method. I 

transcribed all interviews and wrote reflective notes after each interview. I also wrote 

periodic, analytic memos (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Miles & Huberman, 1994) to 

explore my initial analyses of each student’s college choice process and how the data 

related to my conceptual framework. I analyzed the college choice process of my four 

case students by looking across all transcripts, memos and data to identify themes 

arising from the evidence. Examples of themes were, “Financial Aid,” “Parental 

Influence,” and “Always Going to College.” For example, the following excerpt from 

Katherine’s interview transcript fit under multiple codes:  

I chose to go to Private University because I like the atmosphere of it. I got an 

athletic scholarship and an academic one too. I mean, I knew what I wanted to 

do, I knew I was going to college, so it was one of those things of where do I 
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want to go. So I got a couple offers and I liked here the best, so. I mean, I love 

it, so… 

The multiple codes I applied to this excerpt included “Always Going to College,” 

“Institutional Characteristics,” and “Financial Aid.” I used these codes to inductively 

array the data for each case (Miles & Huberman, 1994), and revised the codes after 

reviewing all data. For example, my original code of “School Influences,” which was 

drawn from Perna’s (2006; 2010) model, was later split into multiple, more specific 

codes such as “Dual Enrollment Program” and “Guidance Counselor.” 

I conducted a cross-case analysis using the same inductive coding process I 

used for the individual cases. For the cross-case piece, I looked across the four 

individual analyses, all transcripts, memos and artifacts. I started with codes repeated 

in the individual case analyses, and added codes drawn from my conceptual 

framework and the data such as “Cultural Capital.” I also specifically looked across all 

data for confirming and disconfirming data that challenged my codes, and revised 

codes as necessary. 

Positionality 

As a researcher and native of rural, Appalachian Kentucky, I acknowledge that 

my college choice experience was similar to that of my four case students. As 

previously described, I used my background during interviews to establish rapport 

with participants. Further, because Appalachian Kentucky is a context I know very 

well, I had knowledge that helped me interpret abbreviations, colloquialisms, local 

social norms, and how school districts and personnel in the state operated. However, I 

have endeavored to put my experiences aside and to not go beyond the collected data 
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as I conducted my analysis. Still there were times where my familiarity caused me to 

struggle to note for a general reading audience what was remarkable in the students’ 

experience. In the future, conducting multisite research and comparing two disparate 

contexts might help capture the experience of these four students more fully.  

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study. First, although I sought only 

analytic generalizations, some might be tempted to generalize the experience of these 

rural students in Appalachian Kentucky to broader populations. However, it would be 

erroneous to assume that the experience of these four students is representative of rural 

students from the same or other locations within Appalachian Kentucky or otherwise. 

The claims made in this dissertation apply only to the participants in this study.  

Second, the response rate to my questionnaire was so low that I was unable to 

fully answer one of my research questions: How did students’ enrollment decisions 

vary by gender, academic achievement, socioeconomic status, and family education 

level? I was able to analyze school wide data to examine how college-going students 

from FCHS compared to non college-going students from FCHS on gender, academic 

achievement, and socioeconomic status. Future research that sought to characterize the 

enrollment decisions of a sample of rural students from Appalachian Kentucky would 

need to secure more complete data either through a questionnaire or some other 

means. 

Finally, I relied on students’ recollections of their college choice process rather 

than direct observations of them engaging in the decision-making process. Because I 

was unable to observe and interview students while they were going through the 



 

 55 
 

process, my data may be more about the narrative students crafted about their college 

choice process than the process itself. It would be better to follow students through the 

process as early as possible to see what influences them and how they make sense of 

those influences as they arise. 

Table of Key Terms 

 The following key terms and contextual features came up frequently in my 

conversations with participants and the subsequent analysis and discussion. I present 

them here to guide reading of the remaining chapters. 

Table 2 

Key Terms used in this Dissertation 

Key Term Definition 

College access Refers to the ability of students to enroll in a post-

secondary educational institution (Tierney & Colyar, 

2006). 

College choice/college 

choice process 

The process by which an individual develops a 

predisposition to attend college, searches for potential 

institutions, applies to institutions, and then chooses one 

institution in which to enroll (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; 

Hossler et al., 1989).  

College enrollment Formally registering for college. College enrollment is 

the outcome of a successful college choice process 

(Perna, 2010). 

Dual enrollment program A partnership between Fairbanks County High School 
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and Regional University that allows qualified students 

with a composite ACT score of 21 to receive both high 

school and college credit for taking a college-level 

course taught by a Regional professor on the high school 

campus.  

Free and Reduced Meals 

(FARMS) 

A federal program that subsidizes school lunches for 

students from homes with incomes at either 1.30 or 1.85 

times the poverty threshold for their size household (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, 2013). For example, a family 

of four with an income of $29,000 qualifies for free 

meals, while a family of with an income of $41,000 

qualifies for reduced price meals. 

Gaining Early Awareness 

and Readiness for 

Undergraduate Programs 

(GEAR UP) 

A federal discretionary grant program intended to 

increase college access for low-income students. 

Grantees are required to provide comprehensive 

mentoring, outreach, and supportive services to all 

students in a participating grade level (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2011). 

Kentucky Educational 

Excellence Scholarship 

(KEES) 

An automatic scholarship offered to students attending an 

institution of higher education in Kentucky. The program 

uses GPA and ACT scores on a sliding scale to 

determine the amount of scholarship money that students 

will receive. The maximum KEES award is $2500 for 
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each year of college (Kentucky Higher Education 

Assistance Authority, 2013). 

Poor In this paper, a broad descriptive term generally referring 

to individuals of low socioeconomic status and/or low-

income backgrounds.  

Rural Any defined territory that is not classified as urban (U.S. 

Census, 2012). Rural schools are defined in the National 

Center for Education Statistics’ Common Core of Data as 

any school that lies within a defined territory that is at 

least 2.5 miles from an urban area (Provasnik et al., 

2007). 

Socioeconomic status 

(SES) 

One’s economic and social position in relation to others. 

In college access and choice research, SES is based on 

measures of family income, parental education, parental 

occupation, and items in the home that reflect wealth 

such as books, appliances or other material possessions 

(Terenzini et al., 2001). 
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Chapter 4: Sample Characteristics and Individual Cases 

Who Went to a Four-Year College? 

In order to answer research question 1a: What are the characteristics of a sample 

of rural students from Appalachian Kentucky who are planning to attend a 4-year college 

or university in the fall of 2012? I analyzed the school-wide data provided by the 

guidance counselor. Recall these data replaced the questionnaire data when the response 

rate was too low to allow for statistical analysis. The school data included students’ 

college plans, gender, ethnicity, FARMS eligibility, GPA, and ACT scores.  

The analysis revealed that 90 of the 165 FCHS graduates planned to go to a four-

year college or university, while the other 75 graduates had other plans that ranged from 

community college to military service. Fifteen students indicated they had no immediate 

post-graduation plans (See Table 3). Further, 67 of the 90 (74%) college bound graduates 

planned to attend Regional University.  

Table 3 

Students’ Post-Graduation Plans (N=165) 

 Number Percentage 

Four-Year College 90 54.5 

Work 28 16.9 

Two-Year College 17 10.3 

Military 9 5.6 

Trade School 6 3.6 

None 15 9.1 
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 I compared the two groups of graduates (college-going and non-college going) on 

gender, ethnicity, Free and Reduced Meals eligibility, grade point average, and ACT 

score (See Tables 4-6). Because gender is a categorical variable, I conducted a Chi-

Square test of independence to examine the association between gender and students’ 

college-going plans. I found no significant relation between these variables, χ2 (1, 165) = 

3.31, p = .69. As seen in Table 4, the percentage of females planning to attend college 

was 61.7%, (50 out of 81) while the percentage of males planning to attend college was 

47.6% (40 out of 84). I also planned to conduct a Chi-Square test of independence to 

examine the association between ethnicity and students’ college-going plans.  Because 

98% of the graduates were White, this comparison was not meaningful.  

I then conducted a Chi-Square test of independence to examine the association 

between students’ college-going plans and Free and Reduced Meals eligibility. I found a 

significant relation between these variables, χ2 (1, 165) = 5.89, p = .016. As seen in Table 

5, among those eligible for Free and Reduced Price lunch, 47% (47 out of 100) had 

college plans, while among those not eligible 66.2% (43 out of 65) had college plans. For 

this sample of rural students from one high school in Appalachian Kentucky, FARMS 

eligible students are less likely to plan on attending college after graduation than their 

peers not receiving FARMS. This result suggests that students’ post-graduation college 

plans are associated with family income, as measured by participation in the Free and 

Reduced Meals program.  
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Table 4 

Gender  

POST-GRAD PLANS 

 
College 
Bound 

Non 
College 
Bound Total 

Count 50 31 81 

Expected Count 44.2 36.8 81.0 
% within GENDER 61.7% 38.3% 100.0% 

Female 

% of Total 30.3% 18.8% 49.1% 
Count 40 44 84 
Expected Count 45.8 38.2 84.0 
% within GENDER 47.6% 52.4% 100.0% 

GENDER 

Male 

% of Total 24.2% 26.7% 50.9% 
Count 90 75 165 

Expected Count 90.0 75.0 165.0 

Total 

% within GENDER 54.5% 45.5% 100.0% 

Table 5 

Free and Reduced Meals Eligibility  

POST-GRAD PLANS 
 

College Bound  
Non College 

Bound Total 

Count 47 43 90 

Expected Count 54.5 35.5 90.0 

FARMS 
Eligible 

% within FARMS 52.2% 47.8% 100.0% 

Count 53 22 75 

Expected Count 45.5 29.5 75.0 

FARMS 
Not 
FARMS 
Eligible  % within FARMS 70.7% 29.3% 100.0% 

Count 100 65 165 

Expected Count 100.0 65.0 165.0 

Total 

% within PLANS 60.6% 39.4% 100.0% 
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 I also analyzed the graduating class in terms of two academic achievement 

variables—grade point average and ACT scores (See Table 6). I conducted an 

independent samples t-test to compare the average GPA of college-bound students and 

non-college bound students. As expected, students planning to attend a four-year college 

had statistically significantly higher grade point averages (M = 3.26, SD = .57) than did 

those not planning to attend college after graduation (M = 2.74, SD = .59), t(163) = 5.72 , 

p = .0001. I also conducted an independent samples t-test to compare the ACT of the two 

student groups. Once again, college-bound students had statistically significantly higher 

ACT scores (M = 20.8, SD = 4.14) than did students who were not planning to attend a 

four-year college or university (M = 16.4, SD = 4.13), t(163) = 6.77, p = .0001. 

Table 6 

Academic Achievement 

 POST-GRAD 
PLANS N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
COLLEGE 
BOUND 

90 3.26 .568 .0599 GPA 

NON COLLEGE 
BOUND 

75 2.74 .586 .0677 

COLLEGE 
BOUND 

90 20.8 4.14 .4359 ACT 

NON COLLEGE 
BOUND 

75 16.4 4.13 .4765 

Given these statistics, for the sample of rural students from one high school in 

Appalachian Kentucky who are planning to attend a 4-year college or university in the 

fall of 2012 a larger proportion of girls plan to continue to a four-year college (though the 

proportion of girls is not significantly different than boys). Additionally, the sample of 

college-bound students has a higher average GPA and average ACT score than non-
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college bound students. Finally, the eligibility for Free and Reduced Meals is associated 

with a lower rate of expected college attendance. 

The analysis of school-wide data is also helpful in understanding how the four 

case students compare to the entire sample of college-going graduates from their school. 

The four case students in this study were not selected as a representative sample of the 

college bound graduates from FCHS. However, they do show some of the variability of 

the sample on certain background characteristics. Recall from Table 1 in Chapter 3, that 

all four case students are white; three are female; two, Katherine and Sara, were eligible 

for Free and Reduced Meals. Katherine received free meals, while Sara paid a reduced 

price for her meals. The one area in which the four case students do not vary is their 

academic achievement. All four students have GPAs and ACT scores well above the 

means for the college-bound group. Despite the lack of representativeness, the cases of 

Lydia, Katherine, Kyle, and Sara can reveal much about the college choice experience of 

four rural students from Appalachian Kentucky. 

The Individual Cases 

Case Student 1: Lydia Nelson. Like most of her extended family, Lydia Nelson 

grew up in Fairbanks County. She lives with her mother, father, and younger brother in a 

beige two-story Cape Cod house on a large, hilly lot. The house is two miles away from 

the elementary school where her mother teaches Kindergarten. Lydia’s father drives 45 

minutes to his job as a supervisor of the auto parts department of a car dealership. Given 

the context of Fairbanks County, I would describe the Nelsons as quite well off. As a 

two-income household, with one college-educated parent employed by the school system, 

the Nelson’s have a high level of status and stability in the community of Juniper. 
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Lydia describes her family as middle class. She refers to herself as “a teacher’s 

kid,” a term used by students at FCHS which she says means her parents have good jobs 

and her family can afford luxuries like multiple cars and dinners at restaurants. It also 

means that Lydia has been encouraged to do well in school and attend college “her whole 

life.” She reports, “I’ve never thought that I was not going to go to college. My parents 

have always pushed college. My mom says, ‘If you don’t go to college what are you 

going to do?’” As Lydia’s dual enrollment English teacher, Dr. Taraki, explains it, “Her 

mother is an educator, an elementary school teacher. Her father didn’t go to college, but 

he has a good job. [Lydia] has been in an environment where education is important and 

she knows the importance of it, and she’ll do fine at college.” 

Whether because of her parents’ comments or her own understanding of the 

potential benefits of a college education, Lydia does seem to realize that college is key to 

the type of future she wants for herself. Lydia recognizes the link between college and 

potential careers. 

In my hometown, if you went to college you work at the school or hospital, or if 

you didn’t [go to college] you work at Carhartt3 or McDonalds. Some people are 

satisfied with being the manager of McDonalds, and not to put anyone down, but 

that’s not me. I want something better…not better…but different.  

Although I failed to follow up on Lydia’s reluctance to say better, her hesitation seems to 

stem from her desire to “not put anyone down,” to not belittle a person with a low-skilled, 

low-paying job. Given the number of people in such jobs, Lydia probably knows and 

respects multiple people in low-skilled, low-paying jobs. There is also a common 

                                                
3 Carhartt is a company that produces farm and work clothing and has a factory in Fairbanks County. 
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pressure in rural, Appalachian Kentucky to downplay one’s own status or aspirations, so 

as to not insinuate that one’s elders who worked hard but did not pursue education were 

not good enough. In short, saying you are going to do better is an insult to your forebears 

Lydia may have been reacting to that pressure when she avoided a pejorative description 

of low-skilled workers. 

Lydia continues describing the link between college and careers: 

In everything I’ve ever wanted to do, you’d have to go to college to do it. When I 

was little I wanted to be a teacher like Mommy and then I wanted to be a lawyer 

for a long time and then I wanted to be a graphic artist. Everything I’ve chosen, 

though, needs college.  

While Lydia’s various occupational aspirations have always depended on a 

college education, in her junior year of high school she decided to become a speech 

pathologist. Lydia made this decision after shadowing a speech pathologist who works 

closely with her mother at Fairbanks Elementary School. When Lydia began seriously 

considering potential institutions in her senior year of high school, she only looked at 

colleges that she knew had academic programs to match her career goals. She said, “I 

knew what I wanted to do, so I didn’t apply to a lot [of schools]. I want to work in an 

elementary school as a speech pathologist or speech teacher, so I’m going into 

communication disorders.” Because of her desire to work in schools, Lydia focused on 

universities reputed to have strong education programs as well as programs in 

communication disorders. Lydia said, “Regional University has the best teaching 

programs, and I want to do [speech] with the schools, so that influenced my way of 

going.” Lydia’s impression of the College of Education at Regional University is likely 
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based on her mother’s experiences as an alumna of the Teacher Education program there. 

In fact, both of Mrs. Nelson’s degrees are from Regional. 

Lydia’s perceptions of the benefits of a college education are about more than just 

potential careers. For Lydia, there is also a less tangible benefit to one’s overall lifestyle 

that is a result of going to college. During our conversation, she described the lives of two 

of her uncles as “a reference point” for how college would help her attain more than most 

of the adults she sees in her hometown. She says: 

My uncle who lives here has no college, the other went to college and lives in [a 

larger city in Kentucky]. I look at their lives. My uncle [who lives in the city] has 

a family and kids. The other lives in trailer, unmarried with four kids. I can just 

tell what I want by looking at their lives. 

 Lydia’s description of her uncles aligns with the experience of most extended families in 

rural, Appalachian Kentucky. In a region where very few adults have a college degree, 

and many families include large numbers of aunts and uncles, many students are able to 

see a first-hand comparison of how education, or lack thereof, may shape their relatives’ 

lives. 

As an aspiring speech pathologist who believed that college is beneficial, Lydia 

began searching for potential higher education institutions in the fall of her senior year of 

high school. Her first criterion was a Communication Disorders program that would help 

her reach her career goal. However, Lydia also limited her college search to schools that 

offered scholarships she believed she would receive. In Lydia’s words, “I only applied to 

ones I knew I would get scholarships for. I think it was just two. Regional and State.” 

Lydia admitted knowing that these two schools offered Communication Disorders, and 
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she could not recall if it was the program or her perception of available scholarships that 

drove her application decisions. Even though Lydia’s socioeconomic status is relatively 

high and her parents reassured her of their ability and willingness to help pay for her 

education, Lydia reported a desire to go to a college that would cost her parents as little 

as possible. 

I didn’t want to put too much of a burden on my parents. I know my brother has 

to go to college too, and he’s right behind me in high school. So I wanted them to 

have to come up with as little as possible for me. 

Although Lydia could not state the direct cost of attending Regional, her desire to reduce 

her parent’s financial burden may stem from a perception that college is generally 

expensive, especially for two children at the same time. Lydia may have also limited her 

search to financially generous institutions because she wanted her brother’s college 

search to be less constrained. If she could go to college for free, or almost, then maybe 

her brother could go anywhere he wanted. 

Lydia described working throughout her senior year of high school to “get every 

penny [she] could.” First, in the fall of her senior year, she applied to two in-state schools 

that offered full tuition scholarships for she was eligible. Lydia only applied to in-state 

schools because Kentucky offers automatic merit aid using a tiered scale tied to grade 

point average and ACT score, called the Kentucky Educational Excellence Scholarship 

(KEES), to all students attending an in-state college or university. The KEES program is 

a strong incentive for Kentucky students to only consider in-state institutions. By 

enrolling in a Kentucky college or university, Lydia was assured $2400 for each year of 

college. 
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When Lydia applied to and was accepted at Regional University, she was offered 

the Regents Scholarship that would cover four years of tuition. Even after receiving this 

substantial financial aid, Lydia began to look for other scholarships that would cover 

even more of her college costs. For instance, even though she had considered applying to 

the Honors Program at Regional before, learning that the program paid for students’ 

books convinced her to submit the additional application. She said, “I didn’t know the 

honors program would pay for your books when I looked at it, and when Dr. Taraki said, 

‘They pay for books, you should do it,’ I was like I have to do it now!” Lydia also 

estimates that she applied for 10-12 local scholarships; she won three. Her goal in 

applying for these multiple types of aid was to attend college for as little money as 

possible, in part because she believed college was more expensive than her parents could 

afford, but also that she should take primary responsibility for funding her education. As 

a result of Lydia’s determined search for financial aid, the Nelsons are only paying out-

of-pocket for the meal plan that Regional requires for all freshman students.  

When asked what was essential in her decision to go to college and to Regional in 

particular, Lydia reminds me that her parents encouraged her to go to college all her life. 

She also noted, “At school we are really pushed by some of our teachers…toward 

college. They assume that we will go to college if we are in all these honors classes, so 

they gear us up for college.” More specifically, Lydia cites her English professor, Dr. 

Taraki, as “a really big influence on [her] decision” to go to Regional. Lydia took Dr. 

Taraki for three dual enrollment English classes during her junior and senior years of 

high school. The dual enrollment program is a partnership between Fairbanks County 

High School and Regional University that allows qualified students to receive both high 
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school and college credit for taking a college-level course taught by a Regional professor 

on the high school campus.  

 In the fall of her senior year, Lydia took English 101 with Dr. Taraki. While the 

focus of that class is “to help students become critical thinkers and independent learners,” 

Dr. Taraki often spoke to students, both individually and as a group, about college. Dr. 

Taraki described her conversation with Lydia about Regional and the Honors Program 

there. 

With Lydia, I was like where are you going to go to school? She considered two 

or three places. I told her if she went to Regional she would get in the Honors 

program. I told her, ‘Those are your people.’ I told her, ‘It is an environment that 

will foster your passion. They pay for your books. It helps out financially, too.’ I 

told her that any scholarship she would apply for she would get. I told her it was 

close enough to home to visit. I made sure she applied and I told her to apply to 

other places too, and then decide from your options. Give yourself options, to 

where you feel like you made this decision, you chose to go to Regional, to the 

Honors program. 

In fact, even though Lydia had toured Regional on a school field trip and applied 

to the college before this conversation, she was not aware of the Honors Program before 

Dr. Taraki told her about it.   

Dr. Taraki said I would like it at Regional, I could do the Honors Program, and 

basically she pushed me in that direction and I’m really thankful for her and am 

happy that she pushed me in that direction. I wouldn’t have known about the 

Honors Program and wouldn’t have tried for it, could have been somewhere 
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completely different if she hadn’t said, you will love it and you will fit in great 

there. 

Even though Dr. Taraki is a professor at Regional, her knowledge of the Honors 

Program is based on her own children’s experience. Dr. Taraki has two children, both of 

whom graduated from FCHS and participated in the Honors Program at Regional. Her 

son is currently a junior in the program. Dr. Taraki developed a relationship with Lydia 

when she taught Lydia’s first dual enrollment English class in her junior year. In that 

class, Dr. Taraki noticed Lydia’s “studiousness” and “desire to learn” and began thinking 

that Regional could be a good fit for Lydia, just as it was for her own children. 

In Lydia’s senior year of high school, Dr. Taraki’s role in Lydia’s pursuit of the 

Honors Program went beyond conversation. As Lydia explains, “She helped me with 

anything I needed. She gave me the number for the director of the Honors Program. She 

found the application information for me and brought it in. She wrote me a wonderful 

letter of recommendation.” When asked if this interaction was typical of Dr. Taraki’s 

relationship with students, or unique to Lydia, Lydia replied, “I think she wanted to see 

me do well. She took me on as her own. I had taken all three of her classes.” In this 

comment, Lydia seems to recognize that Dr. Taraki’s experience as a mother who sent 

children to college influenced how she interacted with Lydia as her teacher. Dr. Taraki’s 

interaction with Lydia also illustrates how students may acquire valuable social and 

cultural capital about college from adults other than their parents. 

In Dr. Taraki’s view, her interactions with Lydia were just an outgrowth of the 

work she tries to do with all of her students. She said, “I try to know the students 
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personally, let them know you aren’t just a student to me.” This sentiment echoes Lydia’s 

comment that she felt Dr. Taraki treated her like “one of her own.” 

Dr. Taraki also described how she uses her dual enrollment English 101 class to 

support students’ college choice activities.  

A lot of times, if [students] are not from a family that has experience with higher 

education, they don’t know that they have to have things done by January. To 

them in their senior year, that feels like an eternity away. I made sure that in the 

fall semester [of their senior year] the guidance counselor came in and went over 

dates with them for when things had to be turned in. And I tried to get them to 

finalize their decisions and commit somewhere. 

Here again, Dr. Taraki describes her and the school’s role in the transmission of social 

and cultural capital to students whose families may lack direct experience with higher 

education. Even students like Lydia, whose mother has a Masters degree, still seemed to 

benefit from the knowledge and experience of their teacher. 

Beyond Dr. Taraki, Lydia mentioned her guidance counselor as an influential 

figure in her college choice process. She said, “Mrs. Olin just wanted to see us all do 

good, she was trying to come in and pep talk us all the time.” Further, Mrs. Olin, “had 

applications for Regional sitting in her office and students could do them for free,” so 

Lydia completed an application and submitted it on a visit to Mrs. Olin’s office in 

November of her senior year. “I filled it out, and [Mrs. Olin] sent it in for me. She paid 

the mailing costs and everything. She would mail in anything if we asked her. And she 

would email the people for us, too.” When Regional accepted Lydia and offered her a full 

tuition scholarship, Ms. Olin advised Lydia that the $24,000 scholarship was “just too 
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good to pass up.” This scholarship, coupled with Dr. Taraki’s advice about the Honors 

Program and Mrs. Olin’s positive feedback led Lydia to accept Regional’s offer of 

admission. However, she still needed Mrs. Olin’s help with the new, more rigorous 

application to the Honors Program. Lydia said,  

The Honors application was due in January or February. For that I was in Ms. 

Olin’s office everyday. She was probably sick of me. I was trying to get 

everything done. I had to send in my transcripts and my ACT scores. I needed 

four letters of recommendation. She wrote one for me. It was just a lot. 

Thus, it seems Mrs. Olin’s played a practical role in Lydia’s college choice process by 

helping Lydia complete the necessary steps for her eventual college enrollment.  

 A final component in Lydia’s college choice process, according to Lydia’s 

mother, was peer influence. More specifically, Mrs. Nelson believed that Lydia chose 

Regional because it was also the college choice of Lydia’s boyfriend, Walt. As Mrs. 

Nelson puts it: 

Lydia wanted to go to Flagship all of her life, but then senior year she comes 

home and says she picked Regional. Of course, Walt picked Regional too. I don’t 

have anything against Regional, because I went there, you know, but I just hate to 

see her settle for less. 

Lydia protests, though, saying, “I really did want to go [to Regional]. They have a good 

program, and I liked the small school setting. Everything about it was a plus.” Dr. Taraki, 

who had both Lydia and Walt in class, thought that it was actually Walt who had 

followed Lydia to Regional, and she expressed concern that he would be “an anchor” to 
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Lydia. She told me, “He’s not as motivated, he’s not as focused [as Lydia]. If she has 

difficulty here, that will be the reason—because of him.”  

 Summary. Lydia’s enrollment in Regional, a four-year public university, was 

influenced by multiple factors. Specifically, Lydia spoke of her perception of the benefits 

of higher education, the academic programs offered at the university, and her pursuit of 

guaranteed scholarships. It is likely that Lydia would have ended up at Regional 

University without any guidance simply because it was 100 miles closer to her home than 

the only other institution to which she applied, as well as her mother’s alma mater. 

However, she would not have enrolled in the Honors Program at Regional if it were not 

for her English professor, Dr. Taraki, and her guidance counselor Mrs. Olin. Lydia 

identified her parents as influential in forming her life-long expectation to attend college, 

but neither she nor her parents described themselves as active in her decision of where to 

go to school. Despite her family’s ability to pay for college, Lydia constrained her college 

choice to in-state institutions that she expected to offer her a full tuition scholarship 

because she wanted to limit her parents’ financial burden. Additionally, she constrained 

her list of potential institutions to schools that she previously knew offered programs in 

Communication Disorders and Speech Pathology.  

Case Student 2: Katherine Isaacs. Katherine Isaacs was born in Cincinnati, 

Ohio, where her family lived until Mr. Isaacs was injured at his job. After the injury, 

when Katherine was ten, her parents moved their family of six to Fairbanks County. 

Katherine is the oldest of the four Isaacs children. Her brothers are 17 and 14, and her 

sister is 15. On the questionnaire, Katherine classified her family as working class; she 

noted that she felt her family had less income than others in Fairbanks and less income 
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than her college-bound peers. Mrs. Olin, the school guidance counselor, and Mr. Dean, 

the school principal, describe the Isaacs family as extremely poor. Neither of Katherine’s 

parents is able to work, but only her father receives disability assistance from the 

government. The Isaacs family lives in a small, mobile home that has visible rust on the 

outside and is dark and dusty on the inside. When I met Katherine and her parents, I 

noticed dirt and stains on Mr. and Mrs. Isaacs clothes and could tell that Katherine’s 

clothes were from big box stores and not stores popular with girls her age. Although I 

only saw their living room and kitchen, my sense is that the Isaacs do not have many 

material possessions. Besides furniture, pictures, and a family Bible, I saw a television set 

and a stack of books with library labels in the living room. I saw one vehicle, a boxy 

minivan from the 1990s, in the driveway. Because there are no forms of public 

transportation in Appalachian Kentucky, almost all families have a personal vehicle.  

My sense of the Isaacs’ low SES was further confirmed when Mr. Dean told me 

about a health incident during Katherine’s senior year, which for ethical reasons, I do not 

share in detail here. In short, Katherine had a recurring problem due to her family’s 

inability to afford even a simple treatment that caused her to miss school. Eventually the 

principal himself helped the family purchase what they needed so that Katherine could 

return to school. Mr. Dean also tells me that a benevolent businessman in Fairbanks 

County learned of Katherine’s family situation after watching one of her basketball 

games and set up a bank account for Katherine to use for any expenses during her senior 

year of high school. In rural, Appalachian Kentucky high school sports, especially 

basketball, are considered important community social events. Even people without 

school-aged children attend games and follow the teams. So while it was not unusual for 
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this businessman to attend Katherine’s games and learn of her situation through 

conversations with other community members, perhaps even the principal himself, it was 

unusual for him help Katherine financially. To Mr. Dean’s knowledge, the businessman 

had never done anything similar for another student; neither Katherine nor her family had 

any relationship with this man outside of the basketball games. 

Katherine’s athletic ability actually opened quite a few doors for her. In her junior 

and senior years of high school, she won recognition at the district and Regional level for 

both basketball and volleyball. Katherine’s talents garnered recruiting attention from 

college coaches in Kentucky, which shaped her college search process. While Katherine 

was initially interested in two colleges in the Cincinnati region, her list of potential 

institutions grew to include the list of colleges that were recruiting her. She said: 

I had a list of colleges I was looking at, but most of them looked at me first. I 

applied to Private, [a list of seven private colleges and universities in, or just 

outside of Kentucky]. [A military academy] sent me a letter for volleyball, but I 

couldn’t do that because my ankles and knees [are too damaged for the military].  

Thus, Katherine’s athletic ability and desire to play sports resulted in a more extensive 

college search for Katherine than would be expected of a student with a low SES 

background. 

With the intent to play one or more sports at each institution, Katherine toured 

and was ultimately accepted by these seven private, four-year colleges in or just outside 

Kentucky. As Katherine said, “I knew I was going to play college sports, I just didn’t 

know what I was going to play and where. I had offers for all three sports [basketball, 

volleyball, track].” Even at Private, the eventual college in which Katherine enrolled, she 



 

 75 
 

still had to decide between volleyball and basketball. Katherine’s father described how 

she approached that decision: 

She met with [the basketball coach] and [the volleyball coach]. They both wanted 

her to play their sport here. And she asked me what to do. I told her she had to 

pick one. It was a college decision, and she had to make it and I didn’t want to 

hear, “I’ve made the worst decision of my life.” She had to make the choice. 

Katherine chose basketball; her parents supported her decision. When I asked Katherine’s 

parents what they thought most influenced their daughter’s college choice, they cited the 

basketball coach at Private. Katherine’s father said, “I think he was pretty awesome, 

coming to camps and taking the time to talk to her and really telling her what he does and 

how it would work out [if she came here]. When we had our talk he said she could 

definitely, definitely be pretty good [with his coaching].”   

 However, playing sports at the collegiate level was not the sole motivator for 

Katherine’s decision to seek higher education. Katherine plans to be a civil engineer. She 

is a professed “math geek” and decided to become an engineer in middle school after 

attending a GEAR UP camp that introduced students to the different careers. As her 

father recalls, “She came home one day and said, ‘I’m going to be a civil engineer.’ She’s 

just always wanted to do to this.” Katherine adds, “I knew what I wanted to do, I knew I 

was going to college, so it was one of those things of, ‘Where do I want to go?’” The 

engineering mathematics major at Private University is actually a joint program between 

the private, four-year college and the state’s Flagship research university. If Katherine 

completes this program, she will take courses at Private for three years and transfer to 

Flagship for two more years of course work. Upon graduation she will have a BA in 
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Mathematics from Private and a BS in Civil Engineering from Flagship. Katherine liked 

the idea of this program because “it offered two degrees for the price of one.” 

 In fact, Katherine liked a lot about Private. When asked how she made her final 

college choice from so many options, Katherine told me, “I chose to go to Private 

because I like the atmosphere of it…I mean I love it.” She continued with a laundry list 

of appealing institutional characteristics: 

It’s not a college where you are a statistic. You are a person. You don’t go into a 

classroom with a hundred people and disappear. I like the small class sizes. Even 

today, walking back and forth, people here already know my name. It’s that 

student interaction. When I came, I had a basketball T-shirt on and people would 

say, ‘Oh you’re playing basketball, I love basketball!’ It’s so friendly.  

Knowing of Katherine’s low family income and her use of an anonymous fund for 

expenses in her senior year of college, I was surprised to learn that she attributed her 

ultimate decision to the institutional characteristics she described, and what her mother 

called “the feel of the place,” rather than the cost. 

This assertion was doubly surprising because Katherine had previously stated, “I 

took [cost] into consideration and how much loans I would have to take out. Here I do 

have to take out some, but this is probably the least amount I have to take out of all of 

[the colleges] I looked at.” Coupled with my knowledge of her family’s background, this 

comment suggested to me that Katherine’s ultimate decision hinged on the cost of 

attending college. Moreover, in her questionnaire, Katherine listed lack of financial aid 

information as a difficulty she faced in her college choice process. Mrs. Olin also told me 

that she had continued to look for available grants and scholarships for Katherine during 
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the summer because of “how needy the family really is.” The evidence indicates that cost 

and finding the resources to pay for college were paramount in Katherine’s choice 

process. However, at face value, Katherine’s words suggest that cost was only one factor 

in her decision-making process. 

The other influences Katherine mentioned were her teachers and the school 

guidance counselor. She reported, “All my teachers have pushed me. That’s really it. Oh, 

and Mrs. Olin. She’s really good getting scholarship and grant stuff out to us.“ 

Katherine’s parents added the school principal, Mr. Dean to the list. They noted Mr. 

Dean’s interest in sports and his regular appearance at Katherine’s volleyball matches, 

basketball games, and track meets. Katherine’s father also described how Mr. Dean’s 

math background gave Katherine and Mr. Dean a unique connection: 

The principal of the school was talking with her and he knew she wanted to be a 

civil engineer, and he wrote out a problem for her about miles of road and told her 

to figure it out. He thought it would take a day or two and she did it in an hour 

and a half. He told her if she ever needed a letter of recommendation, he would 

write it. He told me he was in awe. He was impressed that she was able to figure it 

out like that. 

Mr. Dean recalled this interaction with Katherine as well. He said, “I think she’ll end up 

being a good civil engineer. Female engineers can pick their own job. She got a 30 on the 

ACT in Math, and she’s a good thinker, too.” Being unable to separate Katherine’s 

potential from her background, though, he also said, “She’s the poster child for rags to 

riches.” 
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 Summary. Katherine’s decision to enroll in Private was influenced by many 

factors, including her athletic and academic abilities, the cost of attending college and her 

family’s ability to pay, and the academic programs and social environment at Private that 

allowed her to see herself as a student there. Further, the guidance counselor and 

principal at Fairbanks, and the women’s basketball coach at Private were influential 

figures in Katherine’s college choice process. While Katherine did not list her parents as 

additional influential figures, she did describe asking them for advice and visiting 

colleges with them her senior year. Katherine specifically mentioned cost, student loans 

and scholarships as factors in her decision-making process. Additionally, the unique 3-2 

Engineering program offered at Private and the small, communal nature of the college 

helped Katherine make her eventual enrollment decision. 

Case Student 3: Kyle Vandiver. Kyle Vandiver is an only child. His parents, 

both Fairbanks County natives, had him when they were still in high school. As a result, 

Kyle’s father dropped out of school to enter the workforce. Even without a high school 

diploma, Mr. Vandiver earns enough money through his manufacturing job at the local 

Carhartt factory to, in Kyle’s words, “comfortably support the family.” While Kyle’s 

mother did complete high school, she is unable to work because of epilepsy. When asked 

why he is going to college, Kyle says, “Well, neither of my parents went to college and I 

grew up with the pressure that you need to go to college and you should do something 

with yourself and I adopted that mindset.” He continues, “I always knew I was going to 

college. It’s always been there. My parents said, ‘Hey you’re smart, you’re going to go to 

college,’ and they have always guided me into more learning.”  
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As the highest achieving student in the study sample, Kyle is indeed smart. He 

earned a 30 on his ACT and a near-perfect 3.97 GPA. While at FCHS, he took six dual-

enrollment classes—English 101 and 102, Spanish 101, Pre-Calculus, Problem Statistics, 

and Health. Although the Pre-Calculus and Problem Statistics classes would be 

considered strictly high school classes in other communities, these dual enrollment 

courses are the highest level math classes offered at FCHS. Typically, rural schools 

struggle to provide diversified course offerings, almost always because of personnel 

limitations. Further while Kyle earned As in these math classes and a 31 on the Math 

section of the ACT, we cannot know how he would have performed in more advanced 

classes had he had the opportunity to take them. 

Still, Kyle’s participation in the dual enrollment program shaped his college 

choice. After rattling off his class schedule, Kyle proclaimed, “I love learning.” In fact, 

he cites his general desire to learn as a key influence in his decision to pursue higher 

education: 

My curiosity probably would have taken me [to college] anyway. I like learning 

things and I feel like even after I graduate I will still go back. I feel like my 

wanting to learn drives me there more than anything.  

Moreover, Kyle views this desire to learn as a rare characteristic in his current 

surroundings. In describing his senior year he said, “I was ready to find more people who 

are like me at college…to find people like me who are [at school] because they want to 

be.” Kyle’s view of college as a place where he can associate with equally high-achieving 

students is somewhat idealized given his choice of Regional, which has an acceptance 

rate of 66%, a four-year graduation rate of 15%, and only 25% of students with incoming 
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ACT scores above 24 (NCES, 2013). Still, Kyle’s perspective of college as a place where 

people who want to learn congregate influenced his decision to pursue higher education 

in the first place.  

Kyle’s dual enrollment math teacher, Mr. Hoover, also noted that Kyle wanted to 

go to college to learn. Mr. Hoover said, “Kyle got bored in high school really fast. He 

needs something keeping him busy thinking. I think he thinks college will be more 

intellectually rigorous than high school.” Kyle excelled in the dual enrollment math class 

and described how the experience helped convince him that college was doable. Kyle 

said: 

Once you take the class you realize that it’s nothing to stress about. It’s not a 

gazillion times harder, it’s just as easy as a high school class, and it’s more 

enjoyable atmosphere overall. You’re learning with colleagues instead of 

classmates, which I guess is synonymous, but still. 

Kyle’s experience in the dual enrollment program convinced him he was capable of 

doing college level work. However, a pre-calculus class, even one taught by a college 

professor, would not be considered college level work at many institutions beyond 

Regional. Thus, while collegiate learning, and learning in an idealized setting of like-

minded peers, was a key motivating factor for Kyle’s decision to go to college, his 

perception of college level work was distorted by his context, in which pre-calculus is the 

most advanced math class available. 

Even though Kyle liked the idea of learning at the collegiate level, he admits his 

parents ensured that he went to college immediately following high school. Kyle said, 

“Maybe I wouldn’t have gone [to college] so soon if it wasn’t for my parents. Maybe I 
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would have taken a year off. But I feel like I would have gone eventually no matter 

what.” Thus, while both Kyle and his parents wanted him to eventually earn a college 

degree, Kyle might have pursued a slightly different path and taken a gap year were it not 

for his parents’ insistence. I do not know what motivated Kyle’s desire to take a year off, 

but gap years are not typical for American students. Kyle’s consideration of a gap year 

was also surprising given his previous profession of his love to learn and belief that 

college would further foster this love. 

 In deciding where to go to college, Kyle describes being influenced by his chosen 

profession, his guidance counselor, and his girlfriend. In terms of his profession, Kyle 

wants to become a nurse anesthetist. He told me: 

I’m math and science oriented. I decided I wanted to help people. From there, I 

decided the path I would take is through nursing, to become a nurse anesthetist. 

Regional is a pretty good nursing school so I decided to go there. 

Kyle learned about nurse anesthetists while researching high-paying careers at school. 

His knowledge of the career and the medical field in general is somewhat lacking, 

however. Kyle said, “After [being a nurse anesthetist], I might go on to be an 

anesthesiologist.” Kyle does not understand that the path to becoming a doctor does not 

typically begin with becoming a nurse. 

 Kyle’s knowledge that “Regional is a pretty good nursing school” is also suspect. 

When asked how he knew Regional was a good nursing school, he replied, “My guidance 

counselor, Mrs. Olin, said Regional had a better nursing school [than Flagship] and she 

showed me facts to prove it. After that, I said, ‘Yeah, you’re right’ and applied there 

instead.” Until his senior year, Kyle had planned to go to Flagship for nursing, but the 
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guidance counselor’s advice changed his mind. He told me, “[Mrs. Olin] is pretty good at 

what she does. She made it clear to me that [Regional] was best and by the end of that 

week I was saying I would probably go to Regional.” Neither Kyle nor Mrs. Olin could 

recall the exact facts that Mrs. Olin showed him; however, Regional’s nursing program 

does have a good reputation in the area and high licensing examination pass rates 

(Kentucky Board of Nursing, 2013). Additionally, nursing is one of the most popular 

majors at Regional (NCES, 2013), while it is not a major for which Flagship is known.  

  When asked about this conversation with Kyle, Mrs. Olin told me she took it 

upon herself to talk to Kyle about college. Kyle helped out as a student aide in the 

guidance office his senior year, so he and Mrs. Olin interacted regularly. During his time 

as her aide, Kyle shared his occupational and educational aspirations with Mrs. Olin. 

Mrs. Olin said, “One day, kinda out of nowhere, I told him, ‘I know you’re adamant on 

Flagship, but look at other schools; I think you should go to Regional’.” Mrs. Olin told 

me that she thought Kyle’s circumstances required more of her direct guidance. “He 

doesn’t come from the same familial background as most of our top students do. He’s not 

had the same support system that they’ve had,” she said. Mrs. Olin’s awareness that 

neither of Kyle’s parents had any experience with higher education influenced her 

interaction with Kyle during his senior year. She said, “He doesn’t have someone at home 

that’s been there, done that, so there were many things he didn’t know about.”  

Many factors could have influenced Mrs. Olin’s insistence that Kyle choose 

Regional. For example, it may be the case that Mrs. Olin thought Kyle incapable of 

succeeding at the larger and more distant Flagship University because of his family’s lack 

of experience with higher education and his own misperceptions of college, so she 
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counseled him to choose Regional. Mrs. Olin also has a close working relationship with 

Regional University and its representatives assigned to Fairbanks County, so she may 

have simply been imposing her own preferences on Kyle and other students. Ultimately, 

Kyle applied to both Regional and Flagship, and was accepted at both schools. When 

asked how he made his final decision, he again cited his guidance counselor’s perception 

of the two nursing schools, which had become his own. Kyle said, “For me, it came down 

to the best nursing program.”  

Once Kyle selected Regional, he applied to the Honors Program there. When 

asked why, he cited his own personal drive as well as another information source outside 

his family. Kyle said: 

I was nudged into [the Honors Program], by a different outside source, my 

girlfriend. She mentioned it and I looked into it and it seemed like a good idea. 

Free books, and I have always taken the hardest classes I could anyway. I don’t 

want to go to college and be bored, so, it sounded pretty good.  

Kyle’s girlfriend more than mentioned the Honors Program at Regional—she applied to 

the program herself, and encouraged Kyle to do the same. They were both accepted. 

Thus, Kyle might have been influenced to enroll at Regional simply because his 

girlfriend, whom he was still dating when they moved into the dorms, went to Regional. 

In fact, it is possible his girlfriend’s college choice was a key influence in Kyle’s decision 

to attend Regional over Flagship. At the very least, she was another external informant 

acting in the place of Kyle’s parents in his college choice decision-making process.  

Kyle does not mention any input from his parents on his enrollment decision, 

other than their general encouragement to go to college. When asked about his parents 
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directly, he says, “My mom is pretty happy I’m so close, and dad’s finally proud of me, 

after 18 years of trying. He’s proud that I’m going to do something with my life.” This 

statement may suggest that Kyle’s decision to go to college is in part a drive to satisfy his 

father, although Kyle does not directly state as much. 

Finally, Kyle is unique in his assertion that cost did not influence his college 

choice decision. He told me, “I never thought about cost. I don’t think I ever had to.” He 

then added, “I didn’t [apply for] as many local scholarships as [my friends], I was just 

kinda hoping I could get a full scholarship at any college I went to.” Together these 

statements suggest Kyle’s naiveté about paying for college. Kyle seemed to assume that 

his ACT score of 30 and having the highest GPA in his class would earn him automatic 

scholarships from the two institutions to which he applied, Regional and Flagship. Kyle’s 

thinking was only confirmed when his initial application to Regional resulted in an 

acceptance letter and an offer of the Regional University Founders Scholarship of 

$40,000 over four years. Not including books, one year at Regional costs roughly 

$14,000. Flagship did not offer Kyle a similar scholarship when he first applied. Regional 

required Kyle to make an enrollment decision by February 1st to receive the scholarship. 

The February 1st date preceded Kyle’s reception of a full financial aid award letter from 

Flagship University. Although he could have applied for other aid options to cover his 

costs at Flagship, Kyle decided to take the Regional scholarship and enroll early. 

Still, Kyle asserted, “The scholarship didn’t make my decision for me.” He 

explained, “I think I could have gotten the same at [Flagship] with a little bargaining.” 

This statement again shows Kyle’s incomplete understanding of the financial aid aspect 

of the college choice process in that he believed he could interact with one or more 
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individuals in such a way as to increase his aid award. Kyle also seemed naïve in his 

assertion that his parents could and would pay for his education. He said, “My parents 

wanted me to get every scholarship I could, but they would have paid every penny if 

they’d had to.” Because Kyle’s parents declined to participate in the study, I could not 

directly assess their ability or willingness to pay for college. Still, Kyle had no idea how 

much it would cost to go to college at either Regional or Flagship, and his father earns 

slightly more than $40,000 a year. These facts suggest that Kyle would have needed 

much financial aid to attend college. He is fortunate that his combined scholarships from 

Regional, the Honors Program, and the state of Kentucky resulted in his ability to attend 

college free of charge.  

Finally, while Kyle stated that cost and financial aid did not influence his college 

choice process, it is important to note that he did enroll at the institution that offered him 

the most scholarship money. It may be coincidence that Regional offered the most money 

after Kyle decided to attend the university based on his perception of its nursing program, 

or it may be that cost influenced Kyle in a way he did not recognize when asked. It is 

possible that the generous financial aid package offered by Regional cemented Kyle’s 

already tentative decision to enroll in that particular institution due to other factors.  

Summary. Kyle’s college choice process was influenced by multiple factors, both 

internal and external. Internally, his academic ability, chosen profession, and what he 

referred to as a love of learning, influenced his college decision-making process. 

Externally, his girlfriend and guidance counselor each helped shape his eventual college 

choice. Kyle’s parents did encourage him to go to college in the first place. However, 

once it was clear that Kyle was college-bound, the Vandivers had little to offer in terms 
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of Kyle’s college search and ultimate enrollment decision. His parents’ lack of 

experience with higher education likely explains why the external college choice 

influences Kyle cited were his guidance counselor and his girlfriend. Together, these 

factors resulted in Kyle’s enrollment in the Honors Program of a four-year Regional 

public university near his hometown.  

Case Student 4: Sara Smith. Sara Smith lives with her younger brother and 

parents down a curvy road further out in Fairbanks County. Mr. and Mrs. Smith met at 

Regional University. However, after only one year, they left college, married, and moved 

to Fairbanks County to start a vehicle towing and repair business, which they continue to 

operate. Mr. Smith does the majority of the manual labor for the business; Mrs. Smith 

runs the office. The Smith’s small repair shop is the only source of income for the family 

of four. The shop is located 23 miles away from one of Kentucky’s major interstates in 

one direction and 28 miles away from the other major interstate in another direction. It is 

also 9 miles outside of the town of Juniper. I would describe its location as “out in the 

country.” The Smiths’ small brick ranch house sits on the same property as the business, 

so cars in various states of disrepair are strewn about the side yard.  

Even though Sara classifies her family as middle class because her family has 

about the same level of income as others in Fairbanks and her college-bound peers, she 

received reduced price meals throughout school. According to the federal guidelines, 

families of four making less than $41,348 but more than $29,055 are eligible for reduced 

price meals (USDA, 2013). Because the Smith’s entire income is based on the towing and 

repair business, their income varies from year to year, but it has always been between 

$30,000-$40,000. Sara works as a server at a local restaurant on the weekends to pay her 
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own cell phone and car insurance bills. The tipped minimum wage in Kentucky is $2.13, 

but employers are supposed to ensure their employees earn $7.25 an hour (U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2013). While I do not know if Sara earns more than $7.25 an hour, when 

describing her job, she told me, “It’s good money. I like it.” Because she needs the 

money to pay her bills, Sara will continue working as a server three days a week while 

she attends college in the next town over at Regional University.  

Sara is a strong student. She graduated with a 3.66 unweighted GPA and 17 hours 

of college credit earned through Fairbanks County High School’s dual credit program. 

She also scored a 27 on the ACT. When asked how she managed such high academic 

achievement while holding down a job, Sara credited her parents. “Well, grades were 

always a big thing in my house. If I got a B, they weren’t mad, but they’d rather I had As. 

They offered cash incentives for As, so I went for that. I’ve never had a C before,” she 

said. After thinking for a minute, Sara continued, 

My parents are just big on education. I guess they know what they missed out on 

and they want me to have that. And I understand that. They’ve always wanted me 

to set high goals for myself and to go to college. So I knew my entire life that 

college was not optional, but that I had to do it. 

Mr. and Mrs. Smith agree with Sara’s interpretation. They said, “We want [Sara and her 

brother] to do good in school, and go as far as they can go. We’ve raised them to know 

that education is important for getting ahead in life.” It was not clear if the Smiths valued 

education for their children because of their own experience not completing college and 

their subsequent employment and income. However, it would not be surprising if that 

were the case. Moreover, her parents’ attitude toward education is not lost on Sara. In 



 

 88 
 

fact, she cites parental encouragement as the main reason she decided to go to college. 

She said, “My parents pushing me to make good grades is a good thing. The whole world 

depends on an education. I don’t think I’d be going to college without my parents 

encouraging me all the time!” She immediately qualifies this exclamation, though. “It’s 

not just that I have to go to college, but I want to go to college.”  

When asked why she wants to go to college, Sara’s reply is twofold. For one, Sara 

sees college as a stepping-stone to a desirable lifestyle. She said, “I had a good life and 

everything, but I want to make my children’s life even better than mine.” Sara expands, 

My parents started to go to college but it didn’t work out. I’m not complaining 

about my childhood, it was perfect, but I want to be able to make things better for 

my kids as their life goes on. I want a good job, a good house, a good car, that 

kind of thing. 

Sara may be referring to how she has to work to pay her bills and to buy luxuries she 

desires, rather than her parents paying for these things. Still, Sara drives a five-year old 

car that her dad bought wrecked and fixed up for her, so her parents have paid for some 

of her luxuries. Sara may also feel a stigma about her parents’ business, and its 

appearance to outsiders, which she hints at when she describes her desire to “make things 

better for [her] kids.”  

However, Sara’s desire to pursue higher education seems to go beyond just her 

potential future income and lifestyle. She also told me, “I want to do something with my 

life that is important. I want to go to college and make something of myself.” Thus, even 

though Sara likes her current job of waiting tables, or at least the salary it provides, she 

does not seem to see waitressing as a long-term career goal. Sara is not exactly sure what 
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her future plans are, though. “I might be going into political science to be a lawyer, but 

I’m undeclared right now,” she said. Sara has a plan for choosing a major and a career, 

though. She laid out the steps for me: 

I want to be sure before I decide what my major will be. There’s a class they offer 

that describes different jobs and what you can do, and I think I’m going to take 

that next semester since I don’t have to decide my major until 48 credits. So I still 

have a while, but I’m trying to decide what to major in by next semester. There 

are just so many things out there that I don’t know about yet, and I want to make 

sure I know about all those opportunities. I want to be informed before I decide. 

Thus, Sara’s decision to go to college was less about pursuing a specific career, and more 

about her dual goals of having a career that is “important,” and that would allow for the 

self-described better life for her future family than she experienced growing up. 

 Beyond personal goals and parental encouragement, Sara describes how her 

teachers and an outreach program at her school also influenced her thoughts about 

college. She told me: 

I’ve had a lot of positive influence in my life and on my schooling. My teachers 

influenced me a lot. And sports, too, probably. I’ve been playing basketball since 

4th grade. Our coach was strict about certain things like making good grades. 

Seeming to only realize the role of these influences in her educational journey as she 

described them to me, Sara adds, “Looking back, I’m glad that everybody pushed me so 

hard now. I have accomplished a lot and hope to accomplish a lot more.”   

Sara described how she first learned about college through the GEAR UP 

program she participated in at school. GEAR UP is a federal grant program that helps 
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increase low-income students’ access to college (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). 

According to the Department of Education, grants are awarded for six-years and must 

serve an entire cohort, or class, of students from 7th through 12th grades. In Fairbanks 

County, the GEAR UP program is coordinated through Cooper College, a private, four-

year institution with a mission of serving Appalachian students. The graduating class of 

2012, of which Sara, Kyle, Katherine and Lydia are part, was Fairbanks County’s most 

recent GEAR UP cohort. 

Sara described the GEAR UP program in a nutshell: “They followed us from 7th 

to 12th grade and talked to us about college, and took us to different colleges and gave us 

tours.” She added, “In middle school, we took interest surveys to see what careers would 

be a match for us. I think that is when it really sank in I was going to college.” As part of 

GEAR UP, Sara toured seven or eight colleges, including her top two choices, Regional 

University and Flagship University. She told me how those tours helped shape her 

perception of both schools. “When we toured Flagship, it was alright, but I wanted 

something smaller because I was used to small town life,” she said. Because of Fairbanks 

County’s proximity to the Regional campus, the GEAR UP program visited Regional 

multiple times. Sara recalled: 

The first time we toured Regional was probably 7th or 8th grade and I thought the 

cafeteria was awesome so that is why I wanted to go there then. Then when we 

toured it in sophomore year, that is when I decided it was where I wanted to get 

my education. It just felt right. 

Thus, perhaps because of repeated exposure, Sara eventually thought of Regional 

University as the best institution for her. 
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The college outreach program was also responsible for introducing Sara, and her 

parents, to the ACT before high school. Sara recalled, “My parents got a letter from 

GEAR UP that they were offering the ACT [in a nearby town]. They carted me there and 

made me take it in the 8th grade.” She continued, “When I took [the ACT] again in my 

junior year, it really helped knowing what to expect. Some people hadn’t taken it before. 

I already had a 21 on it, which isn’t even that bad.” Moreover, Sara believes this chain 

reaction of her parents making her take the ACT in middle school after they learned 

about the test from GEAR UP is responsible for her high score, which, in turn, is 

responsible for her earning a scholarship to go to college. As Sara said,  

I started taking the ACT in middle school and kept taking it and that helped me 

get a high enough score for the Regents Scholarship, and I might not have chosen 

Regional without that. So my parents encouraging me to take [the ACT] so soon 

and make good grades are really why I’m here. 

 While Sara’s comment encapsulates general college influences, it also suggests 

that her eventual college choice decision was influenced by financial aid. In fact, as Sara 

and I talked more, it became clear that cost and financial aid were key determinants in her 

enrollment at Regional University. As aforementioned, the Smith family income is 

limited, and Sara works to earn money for her own bills and purchases. Because of her 

family’s income, Sara knew that she needed to limit college costs however possible. One 

cost-saving measure she took was completing a free application for Regional University 

when a college representative visited the high school in October of her senior year. While 

Sara could also apply to Flagship for free, she completed her application for Regional 

first. Sara said, “The representative came to talk to us about Regional and gave us 
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applications and if we filled them out right then it was free. Since you didn’t have to pay 

to send it in, I just filled it out then.” Before Sara could apply to her other potential 

college choice, Flagship, she received an acceptance letter from Regional that included a 

sizable scholarship offer. She stated, “I got a letter saying I got the Regents Scholarship. 

Essentially, they gave me $24,000 for school. I thought that was cool and would help out 

a lot.” The Regents scholarship awards students $6,000 annually over four years, and a 

year’s tuition at Regional is roughly $7,000. 

While Sara did not know exactly how much college would cost before she applied 

to Regional, she did know it was generally expensive. She said, 

I knew college was going to cost quite a bit of money, and I knew I didn’t have it 

and my parents didn’t have it. I also didn’t want a bunch of loans, so after I got 

into Regional and got the scholarship it just made up my mind to go there. 

Still, Sara assures me, the scholarship just cemented the college choice she had been 

leaning toward throughout high school anyway. “I’ve always thought about going to 

Regional,” she said, before adding, “It just worked out perfectly.” Sara had not known 

about the Regents Scholarship when she applied to Regional. She was applying to a 

school in which she was genuinely interested, and the financial aid worked in her favor.  

 In fact, more than just the Regents Scholarship went Sara’s way. As Sara put it, 

“I’ve got so much financial aid and scholarships that I’ll be getting money back each 

semester.” On top of the Regents tuition money, Sara will receive nearly $2500 in KEES 

money each year because of her GPA and ACT score. She also applied for and won a 

small local scholarship from a business in Juniper. She used that money to buy a laptop 
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computer and books. Beyond scholarships, Sara’s financial aid package at Regional 

includes state and federal grants because of her family’s limited income.  

 Sara and her parents learned about KEES money, local scholarships and the 

FAFSA from the senior guidance counselor at FCHS, Mrs. Olin. Sara’s mother told me, 

“The counselor at the school always had information sessions, for [the parents] and the 

kids. We couldn’t go to all of them because of the business, but Sara paid attention to 

what she said we needed to do.” Sara added, “We could always go to [Mrs. Olin’s] office 

and talk to her about stuff. She told us about all the local scholarships and how to apply. 

And she told us about the FAFSA.” Mrs. Olin shared this information with students at 

FCHS by visiting all senior English classes at the beginning of each month. In these 

meetings, she highlighted important events and deadlines on the senior calendar that she 

created and handed out at the start of the school year. Mrs. Olin also emailed the calendar 

highlights, including application and scholarship deadlines, to all students and parents for 

whom she had email addresses. Mrs. Olin held two meetings at the school for senior 

parents, early in each semester. In the fall meeting, Mrs. Olin presented an overview of 

what students would need to do to get into college. In the spring meeting, Mrs. Olin had 

parents bring their tax information to the school computer lab where she and a financial 

aid representative from Regional helped them complete the FAFSA. While the Smiths 

did not attend that meeting, Mrs. Smith recalled, “We wouldn’t have known to do our 

taxes early for that [FAFSA] if [Mrs. Olin] hadn’t told the kids at school.” 

 Beyond her whole class outreach, Mrs. Olin allowed students to pop into her 

office whenever they had a question about or needed help with their college choice 

process. Sara benefitted from some individual counseling with Mrs. Olin. She confided: 
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Mrs. Olin’s the one that helped me with the Regents Scholarship. There was a 

paper I had to sign to accept it and send it in, so I went in and talked to her about 

it and she told me to send that in because it was a lot of money. And she said 

congratulations. 

Sara turned to Mrs. Olin for advice because her parents did not offer much. While the 

Smiths told me they were proud of Sara’s scholarships and her acceptance to Regional, 

they said, “the final decision was up to [Sara].” Mr. Smith explained further, “Sara’s 

always been a good decision maker and made sound decisions. We trusted her on this.” 

With her parents’ hands-off approach, Sara sought Mrs. Olin’s guidance on what to do 

about the admission and scholarship offer from Regional. Just as she had done with 

Lydia, Mrs. Olin advised Sara to accept the offer. Thus, Sara made her ultimate college 

choice with her guidance counselor rather than her parents. 

 Although it is clear that cost and financial aid played a key role in Sara’s college 

choice, other factors influenced her decision as well. Sara sums these factors up: 

Regional was perfect. It was close to home, on a beautiful campus. All the 

professors I’ve met so far are really nice, and I’m already halfway through my 

freshman year here because of dual credits. I’ve heard a lot of good things about 

the law program, too. It just seems to fit my needs. 

It is unclear if these criteria were conscious in Sara’s mind while she was engaged in the 

college choice process, or if these are points to rationalize the choice she made on purely 

financial terms. What is clear is that early in the process Sara limited her college choice 

to public universities near her home. She said,  
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It was between Regional and Flagship because those two were close. I like 

Fairbanks County. I don’t want to live too far away from it. I want to be in reach 

of it and my parents and everybody there. I heard good things about Flagship, but 

Regional is closer to home, and it’s cheaper. 

Sara seems to have defined close as being less than an hour away. She also apparently 

disregarded private institutions in this one-hour radius, most likely due to cost. 

 Beyond proximity, Sara mentioned nice professors and her impressive amount of 

college credit as influential factors in her decision to come to Regional. These factors 

intertwine for Sara as she met Regional professors while taking five dual enrollment 

classes her junior and senior years at FCHS. Sara took English 101 and 102, Literature 

210, Pre-Calculus, and Spanish dual enrollment classes. While she liked all the professors 

that taught these classes, she especially connected with the English and Literature 

professor, Dr. Taraki. Sara said, “I really like her. She is one of the reasons I really 

wanted to go to Regional because she is so nice and easy to get along with. She was 

really supportive about me getting in to Regional.” Moreover, taking the dual enrollment 

classes in high school helped Sara feel academically prepared for college. She said,  

In a way I feel like I’m already a sophomore. I’ve done [college-level] work. I got 

As and a few Bs, so I know I can do it. And I did that with high school and 

college classes at the same time. Now I can focus on just college and I think I’ll 

do really good. 

Dr. Taraki thinks Sara will do well at college, too, if she is able to balance her life at 

Regional and her life back home in Fairbanks. Dr. Taraki said: 
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I think she will graduate from college, but I’m not 100% absolutely sure that she 

will. She has the abilities and skills to do it. But she has a lot going on back home. 

She has a boyfriend she’s been with a long time. That relationship magnet and 

anchor is an issue, especially with the females I see coming [to Regional]. 

“Still”, she adds, “Sara is a mature young woman.” When I agree, noting that Sara chose 

to live in an apartment off campus instead of the dorms, Dr. Taraki seems a bit crestfallen 

as she recalls, “I tried my best to talk her into living here. There is just so much of the 

experience our commuters miss out on. I think she’ll still be successful, though. I know 

she can do the work.”  

Because neither Sara nor her parents mentioned her boyfriend, I do not know if or 

how he influenced her college decision. I do know that Sara is living alone in her 

apartment because she wants to make sure she has a quiet place to study and work. 

However, Dr. Taraki is correct in noting that undergraduate students living off-campus 

may feel less connected to their peers and the quintessential college experience, which 

can result in a higher rate of attrition (Jacoby, 1989). 

Summary. Although Sara Smith’s college choice process was influenced by a 

multitude of factors, the most influential were cost and her guidance counselor. The 

Smith’s self-employment as mechanics and the resultant limited income constrained 

Sara’s pool of potential colleges. Thus, Sara’s college search, as well as her eventual 

enrollment decision, was almost entirely dependent on cost and financial aid. 

Interestingly, however, Sara and her parents did not consider college costs specifically by 

looking up tuition prices or estimating financial aid. Instead, Sara operated on her general 

understanding of which institutions were affordable, and applied to the cheapest of her 
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college choices first. When she was accepted and offered a large scholarship, her decision 

was essentially made for her.  

 However, cost was not the sole factor in either limiting Sara’s college search or 

influencing her final college choice. While the two institutions Sara considered were 

based on affordability, they were also the two closest public, four-year universities to 

Sara’s home. Further, Sara specifically cites proximity as an influence on her college 

choice process. Unfortunately, it is unclear which came first, for Sara—proximity or cost. 

Given her ties to Fairbanks County, most specifically, her waitressing job, and her main 

source of income, Sara may have well decided to stay close to home before realizing her 

goal to decrease college costs as much as possible. Sara’s job provides the rent money for 

her off-campus apartment and all of Sara’s bills. Because Mr. and Mrs. Smith cannot 

afford to support Sara, Sara needed to find a way to go to college and keep her job. Thus, 

for Sara, the need to attend college close to home is also inextricably linked to the cost of 

attending college. 

 Sara’s independence from her parents did not only manifest financially. She also 

made her college choice decision without much, if any, help from her parents. What’s 

more, the lack of parental guidance was not because Sara did not need help. She actually 

sought out a trusted adult, her guidance counselor, Mrs. Olin, for advice on accepting the 

first college admission and scholarship offer in the fall of her senior year. Further, while 

Sara did not mention it specifically, Dr. Taraki revealed that Sara consulted her about 

living on campus. It seems that Sara did indeed need adult guidance about her college 

decision-making process, but that she sought this guidance from individuals other than 

her parents. One reason for this reliance on other adults may be that either Sara or her 
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parents, or both, felt the others would be more knowledgeable sources of information. 

While the Smiths did go to college for a short time, they seemed to have little to offer 

Sara in terms of advice. Further, Sara and her parents regarded Mrs. Olin and Dr. Taraki 

as very trusted and reliable sources of information about college in general and Regional 

more specifically. Still, the Smiths’ explicit instruction to Sara to make the decision for 

herself seems to contradict the research that treats parental encouragement and support as 

paramount to students’ college choice process.    

 



 

 99 
 

Chapter 5:  Cross-Case Analysis 

“Always Going to College” 

For all four case students, the college choice process was more about the decision 

of where to go to college, than whether to go at all. As Katherine summarized, “I mean, I 

knew what I wanted to do, I knew I was going to college, so it was one of those things of, 

‘Where do I want to go?’” In fact, when asked about how and when they decided to go to 

college, all four students responded with some variation of Kyle’s sentiment, “I always 

knew I was going to college.” Lydia’s version was just as strongly worded: “I’ve never 

thought that I was not going to go to college.” Thus, for these students, the decision to 

attend college was really not a decision at all, or at least not a decision any of them could 

remember consciously making. However, multiple factors influenced the four case 

students’ longstanding educational aspirations. 

Parental encouragement. Even though they could not recall the exact origin of 

their desire to pursue higher education, Lydia, Kyle and Sara cited their parents’ 

encouragement as a likely source. Lydia said, “My parents have always pushed college. 

My mom says, ‘If you don’t go to college what are you going to do?’” Similarly, Sara 

described her parents’ outlook on college. She said, “They’ve always wanted me to set 

high goals for myself and to go to college. So I knew my entire life that college was not 

optional, but that I had to do it.” For Kyle, his parents’ recognition of his intelligence led 

them to encourage him to go to college. He recounted a conversation, “My parents said, 

‘Hey you’re smart, you’re going to go to college,’ and they have always guided me into 

more learning.”  
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The parents I spoke with similarly described their role as educational encourager. 

The Smiths said, “We’ve raised [our children] to know that education is important for 

getting ahead in life.” Likewise, Mrs. Isaacs told me, “We did everything we could to 

support her getting into college.” Finally, Mrs. Nelson asserted that Lydia has been 

“encouraged to attend college her whole life.” Parental attitudes about the value of 

education are also apparent to Fairbanks County school personnel. The dual credit 

English teacher, Dr. Taraki, told me that Lydia “has been in an environment where 

education is important.” The guidance counselor, Mrs. Olin, described how most of her 

students’ parents “want to ensure their child gets into college” and “are willing to do 

what it takes to get [their children] there.” She told me she thought this attitude was true 

of the case students’ families.  

 Aspirations for the future. Another facet of the primary decision to attend 

college was the students’ perception of higher education as the means to a desirable 

future for themselves. For example, Lydia’s description of her two uncles’ lives and the 

one she would prefer indicated that she understood the benefits of attending college 

extended to many aspects of life. In Lydia’s eyes, her college-educated uncle who lives 

with his wife and children in a nearby city has the life he does because he went to 

college. Likewise, her other uncle lives in a trailer home in Fairbanks county without any 

of his four children because he did not go to college. She says, “I can just tell what I want 

by looking at their lives,” by which she means she wants the nuclear family and lifestyle 

of her college educated uncle. Thus, Lydia’s perception that the benefits of a college 

education extend beyond a career to one’s family life shaped her own educational 

aspirations.  
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Similarly, Sara talked about the economic and lifestyle benefits of a college 

degree, which she described as “a good job, a good house, a good car, that kind of thing.” 

Sara gives credit to the local GEAR UP outreach program for helping her understand the 

connection between careers and college when she was in middle school. Even Kyle’s 

decision to enter the medical field, and Katherine’s goal to become a civil engineer 

indicate these students’ understanding that college is linked to one’s future. Thus, for 

three of the four students, college is linked to a very specific (and already identified) 

career path. The case students are not just going to college to learn or to get exposure to 

the world as they might if they were from other communities. For these rural students 

from Appalachian Kentucky, college is a means to an end. 

Identity as college students. All four case students were also able to see 

themselves as potential college students as well as successful adults, and this identity 

further propelled them to pursue higher education. Lydia’s college-going identity 

stemmed from her status as a “teacher’s kid,” or a student from a stable home and 

background who is expected to do well in school. This identity led her to the honors and 

dual enrollment classes where teachers and students alike presumed that all students 

would go to college. These classes also helped Kyle and Sara identify as college students. 

They both said they knew they could do college level work because they had taken the 

Regional dual enrollment classes at FCHS. Regardless of their contextually specific 

perception of collegiate work, these students’ belief in their capabilities influenced them 

to go to college. Kyle’s intrinsic desire to learn and his notion of college as a community 

of learners strengthened his identity as a college-goer. Katherine’s identification as a 

“math geek” contributed to her aspiration to become an engineer, which helped lead her 



 

 102 
 

to college. However, her identity as a talented athlete who could play at the next level 

may have been more important in helping her see herself as a college student than 

academics or other factors.  

Role of the school. Beyond their parents and the general perception of the 

benefits of an education, the students mentioned their school, guidance counselor, and 

teachers as influential in their thinking about college. Lydia said, “At school we are really 

pushed by some of our teachers…toward college. They assume that we will go to college 

if we are in all these honors classes, so they gear us up for college.” Katherine simply 

asserted, “All my teachers have pushed me.” Sara agreed, noting, “I’ve had a lot of 

positive influence in my life and on my schooling. My teachers influenced me a lot.”  

When asked about specific teachers, the students all cited at least one dual 

enrollment professor, or the dual enrollment classes generally, as influential in preparing 

them for college. The dual enrollment program is a partnership between two local 

universities and neighboring school districts (including Fairbanks County) that allows 

students with certain GPAs and ACTS scores to take college-level courses for which they 

receive both high school and college credit at a reduced tuition rate. FCHS is unique 

because it offers dual enrollment classes, but does not offer any in-house Advanced 

Placement courses. The principal, Mr. Dean noted, “[Fairbanks’s] approach is no 

Advanced Placement in anything. Our goal is for all upper level honors classes to be dual 

credit.” Mr. Dean’s reservations about the AP program mainly concern the difficulty 

most students have earning a score that would result in college credit at multiple 

institutions. He characterizes the AP approach as “a serious investment with little to no 

return.” Given my data, I do not know if Mr. Dean’s perception was the only reason for 
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the lack of AP classes at the high school, or if others in the district shared his outlook 

and/or simply trusted his decision. For whatever reason, the only way to earn college 

credit at FCHS is through dual enrollment programs. 

FCHS’s dual enrollment program was originally only with Regional University. 

At that time, qualified juniors or seniors with at least a 3.0 GPA and a 21 ACT composite 

score commuted to Regional’s campus in the evenings for class. These students did not 

have to pay tuition for the college courses, but they purchased their own textbooks. As 

the program grew in popularity, and yet remained unavailable to many students because 

of transportation and scheduling issues, Regional redesigned the program so the 

professors of dual enrollment classes could teach their courses on the high school 

campuses during school hours. As the guidance counselor, Mrs. Olin, recalled: 

For years it was just that our students had the opportunity to drive to Regional and 

take something. Then, about three years ago, Regional started sending their own 

professors over here to teach the classes during the day, and the college tuition 

was still waived. That helped not just our poor kids, but also our athletes, because 

in the years past we had trouble with them having the ability to drive to Regional 

for a night class. 

One of the dual enrollment professors from Regional, Dr. Taraki, added, “Not only was 

tuition free, but through grant monies the school had, they would buy the books for the 

students. So it wasn’t costing [students] anything to do [the dual enrollment program].” 

Around the same time that Regional redesigned its program, another nearby 

school, Mountain University, approached Mr. Dean, about a dual enrollment approach 

that would allow the teachers employed by Fairbanks County to teach Mountain’s 
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college-level courses using Mountain professors’ syllabi. This approach would save 

money and allow FCHS more control of these dual enrollment courses. Mr. Dean said: 

Although we’ve always served Regional, Mountain University starting recruiting 

us to participate in their own dual enrollment program. We sort of started a 

competition, pitted [the universities] against each other, and now we have 16 

sections of dual enrollment English offered on our campus. We’ve got three or 

four Regional professors who come over to teach those classes, and the Mountain 

system allows our own teachers to teach their classes.  

While all four case students participated in the dual enrollment program at FCHS, only 

Kyle and Katherine took classes through both Mountain and Regional. In their senior 

year, Kyle and Katherine took a dual enrollment Health class through Mountain. Sara and 

Lydia only took Regional courses. Thus, all four case students received all or the majority 

of their dual enrollment college credit from Regional University. 

In terms of how the dual enrollment program influenced these students’ decisions 

to go to college, some participants suggested the program introduced students to college-

level classes with little risk and great reward in terms of earned credit. For example, all 

four students reported feeling well prepared for college because they had taken college 

classes in high school. As Sara said, “In a way I feel like I’m already a sophomore. I’ve 

done [college-level] work. I got As and a few Bs, so I know I can do it.” Additionally, the 

superintendent of Fairbanks County Schools said, “Once students get a few credits under 

their belts, they feel like they can do [college].” A dual enrollment professor, Dr. Taraki 

elaborated: 
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Having these college classes is an advantage our students in Fairbanks have. If 

they have these dual credit classes, they are already ahead of the game once they 

set foot on a campus, and that gives them so much confidence. They think, ‘I’ve 

already had that class. I already did that.’ You talk about empowering.” 

Mr. Dean noted that the dual enrollment classes were part of a broader school culture 

about preparing students for the ACT and college. In describing the school’s efforts to 

help students pass the ACT, which is a component of Kentucky’s required state 

assessments, he said: 

There was a buzz among the kids that if you weren’t doing [the dual enrollment 

program] you were missing out. So that meant sophomores were on alert to meet 

the credentials before junior year, by taking the ACT sophomore year or earlier, 

for some. We showed [students] and the parents as well how much money they 

could save by taking [dual credit] classes here. It just took off. 

However, at least one person I spoke with cautioned that the dual enrollment 

program mostly served students who were already college-bound. Mr. Hoover, a Math 

professor from Regional, described his students: 

They were the overachievers, the cream of the crop in Fairbanks County, these 

kids. These are students that were all college-bound. And my job was to make 

sure they were college-ready, because just because you are college-bound doesn’t 

mean you are college ready. 

Thus, in Mr. Hoover’s view, the dual enrollment program merely reinforced students’ 

earlier predisposition to pursue higher education. This idea would certainly fit with the 



 

 106 
 

case students’ narratives about “always going to college” and their subsequent 

participation in the dual enrollment program. 

Deciding Where to Enroll 

As described above, Lydia, Katherine, Kyle, and Sara’s decision of whether to go 

to college was a non-decision in many ways. Similarly, the process by which three of the 

case students selected their chosen institutions was loosely defined. Only Katherine 

visited and applied to multiple colleges and weighed the pros and cons of attending 

different institutions. For the other three students, the decision of where to go to college 

happened upon them more than it occurred by their design. Still, all students’ eventual 

enrollment decisions were influenced by a few distinct factors, namely their guidance 

counselor, offers of financial aid, and their impressions of potential institutions. 

The guidance counselor. Mrs. Olin, the guidance counselor for seniors at FCHS, 

is dedicated to her work of “first helping students graduate and, then, doing whatever it is 

they want to do after graduation.” While these post-graduation plans certainly include 

going to college, Mrs. Olin reminds me that many students enter the military or the 

workforce after high school, and that she must meet all students’ needs. Because Mrs. 

Olin is assigned to the senior class, she works with a different group of students each 

year. Prior to their senior year, students work with the other guidance counselor, but they 

do not focus on college, except when they register for either dual enrollment or regular 

level classes. 

Mrs. Olin visits all senior English classes, including the dual enrollment sections, 

at the beginning of every month of the school year. At these meetings, she goes over the 
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events and deadlines for the month in the senior calendar that she created and handed out 

at the beginning of the year. Mrs. Olin said:  

Every month I tell them what is going on and what they need to do. At the very 

first initial meeting, I have the entire class period and I try to give them the 

overview of the year and tell them what to do to get prepared, getting letters of 

recommendation, when to apply for college and so forth.  

Working with parents. Mrs. Olin also holds periodic meetings with the parents of 

seniors, and sends regular email updates to all parents for whom she has email addresses. 

Just as with the students, Mrs. Olin has an introductory parents meeting early in the 

school year to prepare them for the year ahead. She estimates that 60-75 parents of the 

165 seniors came to the meeting in the fall of 2011. Among those in attendance were 

Katherine’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Isaacs. At this meeting, Mrs. Olin distributed the same 

senior calendar that she hands out and goes through with students in her monthly visits to 

English classes. She also delivered a PowerPoint presentation highlighting various 

aspects of the college choice process. As she said, “I talk to [the parents] about choosing 

the college, applying for the colleges, when and how you do scholarships, when and how 

you do financial aid.” The Isaacs told me that they found this informational session 

helpful. Non of the other case students’ parents attended this session.  

Beyond this initial parents’ meeting, Mrs. Olin also hosts a spring semester 

meeting where she focuses entirely on the FAFSA and financial aid. She plans this 

meeting for the second week of February, when parents will have received their tax 

forms, but before most Kentucky colleges’ FAFSA deadlines. Mrs. Olin said, “I advise 

[parents] in the fall to do their taxes as soon as possible. Then I invite college 
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representatives to come and help the parents who brought their completed forms fill out 

the FAFSA while they are here.” She continued, “We host the meeting in the computer 

lab so they aren’t just coming in and taking notes and listening to somebody, but they 

actually do it here.”  

The Isaacs did not attend this particular event, but they did state that Mrs. Olin 

was a “big help to Katherine, and all the students.” In particular, Mrs. Isaacs told me, 

“Mrs. Olin made sure we were in the know. She sent out emails to parents, to students. 

She explained the FAFSA to Katherine, so Katherine could explain it to us.” Similarly, 

Sara and her parents said they learned about financial aid from Mrs. Olin. Mrs. Smith told 

me, “The counselor at the school always had information sessions, for [the parents] and 

the kids. We couldn’t go to all of them because of the business, but Sara paid attention to 

what she said we needed to do.” 

 Individual college counseling. Clearly, Mrs. Olin served as a key source of 

information about college and the college choice process for students and families at 

FCHS. However, the reason that all four case students cited Mrs. Olin as a key influence 

in their college choice also related to her commitment to “meet with students for one-on-

one counseling for applications, financial aid, and other things.” Kyle, Lydia, Sarah and 

Katherine each described how they met with Mrs. Olin on several occasions during their 

college choice process. Further, they each credited her for some action or conversation, 

without which they would not have ended up at the college where they enrolled. 

For instance, Kyle might not have even applied to Regional without Mrs. Olin’s 

intervention. He was determined to go to Flagship until he met with Mrs. Olin and she 

advised him to go to Regional for their locally reputable nursing program. Kyle told me, 
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“[Mrs. Olin] is pretty good at what she does. She made it clear to me that [Regional] was 

best and by the end of that week I was saying I would probably go to Regional.” Mrs. 

Olin noted that she counseled Kyle this way because she was aware that his family did 

not have any experience with higher education. She said, “He doesn’t have someone at 

home that’s been there, done that, so there were many things he didn’t know about.” 

While Mrs. Olin described her approach with Kyle as more proactive than her 

typical interactions with students, all four case students characterized the guidance 

counselor’s methods as hands-on. Lydia summarized Mrs. Olin’s approach. She said,  

Mrs. Olin, had applications for Regional and other colleges sitting in her office 

and students could do them for free. She paid the mailing costs and everything. 

She would mail in anything if we asked her. And she would email the people for 

us, too. 

Lydia, Sara, and Kyle all submitted free applications to Regional through Mrs. Olin. Kyle 

and Lydia also relied on Mrs. Olin’s guidance when they applied to the Honors Program 

at Regional. Lydia said, 

The Honors application was due in January or February. For that I was in Ms. 

Olin’s office everyday. She was probably sick of me. I was trying to get 

everything done. I had to send in my transcripts and my ACT scores. I needed 

four letters of recommendation. She wrote one for me. It was just a lot. 

Katherine echoed this sentiment. She said, “I went to Mrs. Olin’s office a lot. At some 

point I was probably in there every day.”  

Help with financial aid. Besides getting help submitting her college applications, 

Katherine sought Mrs. Olin’s help in finding scholarships and financial aid to pay for 
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college. Katherine told me, “She would find scholarships and match them to you 

personally.” Mr. Isaacs added, “Even yesterday, Mrs. Olin called her and had her come to 

the high school for another grant. [Katherine’s] been graduated and done, but still she 

helped her. Couldn’t ask for no better.” Mrs. Olin told me that she had continued to look 

for available grants and scholarships for Katherine during the summer because of “how 

needy the family really is.” 

In fact, all four students went to Mrs. Olin for help with financial aid. Sara stated, 

“We could always go to [Mrs. Olin’s] office and talk to her about stuff. She told us about 

all the local scholarships, and how to apply.” Sara and Lydia also consulted Mrs. Olin 

about a sizable scholarship they were automatically offered with their initial acceptance 

from Regional. Lydia told me how Ms. Olin advised her that the $24,000 scholarship was 

“just too good to pass up.” Sara confided: 

Mrs. Olin’s the one that helped me with the Regents Scholarship. There was a 

paper I had to sign to accept it and send it in, so I went in and talked to her about 

it and she told me to send that in because it was a lot of money. And she said 

congratulations. 

“Mrs. Olin just wanted to see us all do good,” Lydia said. 

Lack of parental involvement. Mrs. Olin’s involvement in students’ college 

choice process is perhaps most notable because it seemed to occur in lieu of parental 

involvement. The one exception is Katherine, who visited multiple colleges with her 

parents and talked with them about her decision-making process. Kyle, Lydia and Sara 

did not describe any parental participation in their college choice process. The Nelsons 
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and the Smiths seemed content with Mrs. Olin’s guidance, and they expressed confidence 

in their daughter’s ability to make her own college enrollment decision.  

For example, the Smiths told me, “The decision was up to [Sara].” Mr. Smith 

explained further, “Sara’s always been a good decision maker and made sound decisions. 

We trusted her on this.” Thus, Sara made her college choice decision of Regional without 

her parents’ input. The Nelsons stated matter-of-factly that Lydia received application 

materials, scholarship information and everything else she needed for college from the 

school; she also submitted her college applications through Mrs. Olin. Even their 

description of how Lydia first considered Regional as a college choice indicates their lack 

of direct involvement in the process. Mrs. Nelson said,  

Lydia wanted to go to Flagship all of her life, but then senior year she comes 

home and says she picked Regional…I don’t have anything against Regional, 

because I went there, you know, but I just hate to see her settle for less. 

This statement shows that the Nelsons were aware of Lydia’s college search, but that they 

did not intervene when she selected an institution they considered lesser than others she 

was considering.  

Even the Isaacs, who took Katherine to seven different colleges during her college 

search, told Katherine that the ultimate decision was hers to make. Mr. Isaacs said: 

It was all her decision to come [to Private] by the way. No parent pushing. She  

asked me what to do. I told her it was a college decision, and she had to make it 

and I didn’t want to hear ‘I’ve made the worst decision of my life.’ She had to 

make it.  
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Mrs. Isaacs, added, “Yeah, we didn’t want her to blame us for sending her to a bad 

college. She had to make the decision and live with it.”  

The overall lack of parental involvement in these four students’ college choice 

process is notable in and of itself. However, it is even more notable for Lydia, who is not 

a first-generation college student like the other three students. In the face of limited 

parental involvement, the four students had to act for themselves. They developed a list 

of potential institutions, gathered information and applications, completed the steps to 

apply, and sought guidance along the way from other adults. In this way, the students 

were active agents in their college choice process.  

Paying for college. One way the students’ parents may have indirectly influenced 

the students’ college choice process was their ability to pay for college. Sara and 

Katherine reported that their parents were unable to help them finance a college 

education. As Sara put it, “I knew college was going to cost quite a bit of money, and I 

knew I didn’t have it and my parents didn’t have it.” The Isaacs were also unable to help 

Katherine pay for school. As a result, Sara and Katherine used financial aid offers to help 

them determine which college to attend. Katherine said: 

I took [cost] into consideration and how much in loans I would have to take out. 

Here I do have to take out some, but this is probably the least amount I have to 

take out of all of [the colleges] I looked at. 

Sara remarked, “I didn’t want a bunch of loans, so after I got into Regional and got the 

[Regents] scholarship it just made up my mind to go there.” Even though both these 

students were concerned with paying for college, they factored financial aid into their 

decision at different points in the process. Katherine compared financial aid packages 
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from the various private, four-year colleges to which she had applied in the spring. Sara 

accepted the first, albeit generous, financial aid offer she received in the fall before she 

even applied to another school. Thus, cost was important to these students, but it 

influenced their college decision-making process at different points in the process. 

Further, even when parents could help finance their children’s education, as in the 

case of Lydia and Kyle, cost remained a factor in the college choice process. For 

example, the Nelsons told me and Lydia, that they could help finance her education. Still, 

Lydia reported that her college search was driven in part by a desire to go to a college 

that would cost her parents as little as possible. She said: 

I didn’t want to put too much of a burden on my parents. I know my brother has 

to go to college too, and he’s right behind me in high school. So I wanted them to 

have to come up with as little as possible for me. 

In fact, Lydia described working throughout her senior year of high school to “get 

every penny [she] could” by applying for multiple scholarships, and the more competitive 

Honors program at Regional that offered more money for college. Thus, Lydia limited 

her initial college choices because of her perception of her parent’s ability to pay for 

college.  

 As a result of her focus on cost and pursuit of scholarships, Lydia’s parents are 

only paying for the meal plan that Regional requires of freshmen. The Nelsons happily 

characterize this financial situation as Lydia going to college, “for nothing, or next to 

nothing.” Katherine’s similar search for an affordable college education did not bring the 

same results, but only because she elected to enroll at a more expensive private college. 

In fact, all of Katherine’s potential college choices were more expensive private schools 
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because of her desire to participate in collegiate athletics, which was only possible for her 

at smaller colleges. Thus, while according to Mr. Dean, she received “more scholarship 

money than her parents make in a year,” this scholarship money coupled with need-based 

aid was not enough to cover the cost of Private. Katherine is the only case student who is 

using student loans to pay for college. 

 Sara, who admitted knowing college was expensive and impossible for her 

parents to finance, did not pursue affordable colleges or scholarships with the same 

predetermination as Lydia or Katherine. Rather, she simply applied early to an institution 

that she had always considered attending, and found the financial dice had rolled in her 

favor. She said, “I got a letter saying I got the Regents Scholarship. Essentially, they gave 

me $24,000 for school. I thought that was cool and would help out a lot.” Clearly, Sara 

was not aware that her application made her automatically available for this sizable 

scholarship. In the spring, Sara also received merit scholarships and need-based aid that 

more than paid for her college expenses. As Sara put it, “I’ve got so much financial aid 

and scholarships that I’ll be getting money back each semester.” In part, this windfall is 

due to Sara’s decision to live off campus and commute. Removing the room and board 

costs made an already affordable institution even more so, even if it did add additional 

costs such as parking and gas. 

Kyle, who is also attending Regional free of charge due to merit scholarships, 

thought cost was not an influence on his college choice decision. He said, “I never 

thought about cost. I don’t think I ever had to. My parents wanted me to get every 

scholarship I could, but they would have paid every penny if they’d had to.” He then 

added, “I didn’t [apply for] as many local scholarships as [my friends]; I was just kinda 
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hoping I could get a full scholarship at any college I went to. I have a high ACT score.” 

Thus, it seems that Kyle was operating under the assumption that his academic ability 

would translate to a free college education. Fortunately for him, the financial aid from 

Regional worked to confirm his assumption. Perhaps this stroke of good fortune is what 

led him to deny cost as an influential factor in his college choice process. 

Institutional characteristics. While cost may have helped the case students 

ultimately select their respective institutions, they also described how institutional 

characteristics shaped their decision-making process.  

 Proximity. One such characteristic was proximity. Lydia, Sarah and Kyle each 

spoke of the nearby location of their respective college as a factor in their college choice 

process. Further, even though Katherine did not specifically cite proximity, of the three 

institutions she carefully considered, she chose the closest to her home.  

Both Lydia and Sara viewed the proximity of Regional as a convenience factor. 

Lydia said, “It was helpful that it was just 15 minutes away. I can come home and do my 

laundry on the weekends.” Sara expressed a similar preference for being close to home. 

She stated 

It was between Regional and Flagship because those two were close to home. I 

like Fairbanks. I don’t want to live too far away from it. I want to be in reach of it 

and my parents and stuff and everybody there. 

However, for Kyle, being close to home was a necessity, and not completely pleasant. 

Mrs. Vandiver has a disability that, as Kyle told me, made him feel pressure to stay close 

to home. Kyle also thinks choosing to attend a nearby institution comforted his mother. 

He said, “I have to be able to come home whenever. My mom has a medical condition, 
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epilepsy, where stress does her in. Me being this close makes her feel a little better about 

it. She knows I can come whenever.” Kyle notes there is a downside to going to college 

so close to home, though. “I’m pretty much at their beck and call being this close. It 

could be bad. It won’t bother them to interrupt me.” 

 Beyond the case students themselves, other participants corroborated that 

Regional’s proximity made it an attractive potential institution for the majority of 

FCHS’s college-bound graduates. The Fairbanks County Superintendent said, “Our 

students go to Regional because it is close and they can commute.” Dr. Taraki, the dual 

credit professor, agreed. She said, “Fairbanks County probably sends more of its students 

here than other small communities do just because we are so close to Regional.”  

Familiarity. In tandem with, or perhaps because of this proximity, Lydia and Sara 

also expressed a familiarity with Regional that influenced their college choice process. 

As Lydia summarized, “We’ve had a lot of fieldtrips, a lot of activities that we’ve done 

there.” Mrs. Nelson added, “She went to Regional lots of times with her school, and we 

went there for events a few times, but we didn’t visit it, like officially. Plus, I had gone 

there, too, so I knew how it worked.” Sara mentioned touring Regional at least twice as 

part of a school trip, and how her perception of the institution changed over time. She 

said 

The first time we toured Regional was probably 7th or 8th grade and I thought the 

cafeteria was awesome so that is why I wanted to go here then. Then when we 

toured it in sophomore year, that is when I decided it was where I wanted to get 

my education.  
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Another aspect of familiarity that may have impacted Lydia and Kyle’s eventual 

enrollment decision is that they had close peers who also enrolled at Regional. Kyle’s 

girlfriend chose to enroll in the Honors program at Regional, and encouraged Kyle to do 

the same. He said, “I was nudged into that, by a different outside source, my girlfriend. 

She mentioned it and I looked into it and it seemed like a good idea.” Lydia’s parents 

specifically told me they thought Lydia’s boyfriend, Walt, influenced her college 

decision. As Mrs. Nelson put it: 

Lydia wanted to go to Flagship all of her life, but then senior year she comes 

home and says she picked Regional. Of course, Walt picked Regional too. I don’t 

have anything against Regional, because I went there, you know, but I just hate to 

see her settle for less. 

Lydia disagreed though. She said, “I really did want to go [to Regional]. They have a 

good program, and I liked the small school setting. Everything about it was a plus.” Thus, 

even if Lydia did select Regional in part because of a desire to be close to the people and 

places she knew, she asserts that her decision was based on multiple factors. 

 Institutional fit. When choosing their respective institutions, the case students 

considered the “fit” between their social and academic preferences and related 

institutional characteristics. For example, Lydia’s comment that “everything” about 

Regional was a plus for her indicates her assessment of good fit between Regional and 

her social and academic needs. Sara and Katherine also alluded to institutional fit when 

they described their impressions of their chosen colleges. When asked why she chose 

Regional, Sara said, “I heard a lot of good things about Regional.” She continued: 
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I heard they had a good law program, and I might be going into political science 

to be a lawyer, and we had representatives come to high school to tell use how 

good Regional is and stuff. I heard good things about Flagship too, but Regional 

is closer to home, and it’s cheaper, and it seems to fit my needs. 

Sara’s comment encapsulates the many ways in which Regional appealed to her as an 

institution.  

Katherine also described how the feel of the college influenced her decision-

making. She said, “I chose to go to Private because I like the atmosphere of it.” Katherine 

characterized this atmosphere as “friendly”. She elaborated 

It’s not a college where you are a statistic. You are a person. You don’t go into a 

classroom with a hundred people. Small class sizes. Even today, walking back 

and forth, people here already know my name. It’s that student interaction. 

For Kyle, his impression of Regional was more about the nursing program than 

the institution itself. He said, “Regional is a pretty good nursing school so I decided to go 

there.” When asked how he knew Regional was a good nursing school, he replied, “My 

guidance counselor, Mrs. Olin said Regional had a better nursing school [than Flagship] 

and she showed me facts to prove it. After that, I said, ‘Yeah, you’re right’ and applied 

there instead.” Although Kyle did not specify what facts he was shown, he was so 

impressed by them, or by his guidance counselor’s opinion that he chose Regional over 

his long preferred college. Lydia also expressed her impression of her own chosen 

academic program at Regional. She said, “Regional has the best teaching programs, and I 

want to do [speech] with the schools, so that influenced my way of going.”  In some way, 
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then, each student held an impression of his or her chosen school that factored into his or 

her college-choice decision. 

As described above, for Lydia, Katherine, Sara and Kyle, the college choice 

process was more about where to go to college than whether to go at all. Even then, the 

students did not engage in an extensive college search process before selecting their 

particular institution. Only Katherine toured multiple colleges with her parents and 

seriously entertained offers from more than one college before making her enrollment 

decision. For the three other students, it seems like momentum propelled them to the 

closest, most familiar institution. The factors they cite as influential were not 

predetermined criteria in a logical college choice process so much as they were validation 

for students to select the institution they were already most likely to attend. 
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Chapter 6:  Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to begin to examine the extent to which the factors 

identified in the college access and choice literature applied to the understudied 

population of rural students. The main question guiding this study was: How does the 

college decision-making process of a sample of rural students from Appalachian 

Kentucky align with Perna’s (2006; 2010) nested process model of college choice? In this 

section I will describe how multiple influential factors, shaped by the context of rural, 

Appalachian Kentucky, converged in an iterative college choice process for the four case 

students. While this general finding confirms the basic structure of the nested process 

model (Perna, 2006; 2010), I will also discuss nuances between the case students’ 

experiences and the model. Finally, I will suggest potential refinements to the model. 

Perna’s (2006; 2010) nested process model identifies four main influential factors 

for college choice: 1) demand for higher education; 2) benefits of attending college; 3) 

supply of resources; and 4) the costs associated with attending college. I will discuss each 

of these factors in turn before returning to the role of context in shaping the case students’ 

college choice processes. Perna’s (2010) model is fairly instructive for understanding 

why these four rural students enrolled where they did. All four students had a high 

demand for higher education, and expected to accrue monetary and non-monetary 

benefits from attending the college of their choice. Further, they each possessed a finite 

supply of resources that they could bring to bear on the costs of attending their chosen 

institution. 
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Demand for Higher Education 

Academic achievement. A key determinant of a student’s decision to attend 

college is his or her academic achievement in high school (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; 

McDonough, 1997). In college choice research, academic achievement has been 

operationalized as grades or standardized test scores, and students with higher grades and 

scores are more likely to aspire and apply to college (Perna, 2006). As academically able 

students with above-average GPAs (> 3.5) and ACT scores (> 21) nationally and within 

their school, Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara represent the type of students whose 

achievement is very likely to lead to college enrollment. In other words, given their 

grades and test scores alone, all four case students would have probably ended up going 

to college so long as they did not face an insurmountable obstacle.  

The four students’ natural abilities to learn and test well engendered support from 

their parents and teachers to continue doing well in school and to go to college in a type 

of positive academic achievement cycle. For example, Kyle said his parents told him he 

should go to college because he was smart and they pushed him to earn good grades. 

Moreover, all four case students expressed an unwavering desire to attend college that 

arose in part because they had experienced sustained academic achievement throughout 

their lives.  

Teachers and school personnel at FCHS referred to the four case students and 

their peers on the college preparatory track as “the cream of the crop.” Although FCHS 

does not recognize valedictorian or salutatorian, Kyle did have the highest unweighted 

GPA in his graduating class with a 3.97. Lydia, Katherine, and Sara’s GPAs were also 
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above the class average GPA and the average GPA for college bound students at 

Fairbanks (see Table 1 in Chapter 3).  

However, earning good grades at Fairbanks is different from earning good grades 

at another school in the region, the state, or the nation. Recall that students do not take 

Advanced Placement or International Baccalaureate classes at Fairbanks. The highest-

level math class offered at the school is Pre-Calculus. Fairbanks holds no state or national 

recognition for its quality teachers, student test scores, or academic programs. In short, 

students’ GPAs, while impressive, say as much about the school as they do the student. 

For this reason, it is important to look at the nationally normed ACT scores of the four 

case students. The four case students’ scores of 26, 27, 27, and 30 puts them in the top 

20% of test-takers nationally and the top 12% of test-takers in Kentucky (ACT, Inc., 

2013). Clearly, they qualify as high academic achievers, but their scores are lower than 

those required for admission into almost all Ivy League schools. For example, Harvard’s 

average accepted ACT composite score is 32 (Harvard University, 2013). 

Academic preparation. Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara were adequately 

academically prepared for college—another component of one’s demand for higher 

education. Research in college choice has shown that taking college preparatory courses 

in high school is positively related to students’ decisions to go to college and to enroll in 

particular types of institutions (i.e., four-year institutions) (Ellwood & Kane, 2000; 

Hossler et al., 1989; Perna 2000). While FCHS does not offer Advanced Placement or 

International Baccalaureate courses, they do have a dual enrollment program with 

Regional University to prepare students for the rigors of college classes.  



 

 123 
 

The dual enrollment program with Regional University allows qualified juniors 

and seniors at FCHS to simultaneously earn college and high school credit for the same 

class. The requirements are set by Regional University and included a 3.0 GPA and 

minimum ACT scores of 18 in English, 19 in Mathematics, 20 in Reading and 21 

Composite. The dual enrollment courses are taught by Regional professors. Due to grant 

monies, they are offered at no cost to the students at Fairbanks. The courses offered at 

Fairbanks through this program include three English classes, Pre-Calculus, Statistics, 

Spanish, French, and Health. Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara all took English 101 and 

102, Pre-Calculus, and a foreign language class. Katherine and Kyle both took Statistics 

and Health. Lydia and Sara both took the additional English class. Thus, the students 

were not only in the top achievement quartile of their class, but they had also taken 

multiple college level classes with college professors.  

Further, all four case students cited the Regional dual enrollment classes and/or 

the professors of these classes as influential in their college choice process. For one, all 

four case students stated that they felt taking the dual credit classes in high school 

prepared them for college academically. This finding aligns with the positive association 

between academic preparation and demand for higher education that other researchers 

have found (Ellwood & Kane, 2000; Hossler et al., 1989; Perna 2000). However, many of 

these classes, especially the math classes, would not be considered college-level work in 

any other context. Thus, dual enrollment may set up a false perception of college classes 

for students. 

For Lydia, the dual enrollment program went beyond preparing her for college, 

and exposed her to an influential professor who would help shape Lydia’s college choice 
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decision. In taking three dual enrollment English courses with the same professor, Dr. 

Taraki, Lydia developed a relationship with this teacher that evolved to include college 

counseling. Recall that Dr. Taraki introduced Lydia to the Honors Program at Regional 

University. She told Lydia, “These are your people,” and describing her own son’s 

experience in the program. Lydia subsequently applied to the Honors Program, and cited 

her professor as the reason.  

In fact, Dr. Taraki talked about college generally to all students in her dual 

enrollment classes and allowed the guidance counselor, Mrs. Olin, to talk to students 

about college during class as well. Research indicates that students’ access to social and 

cultural capital about college, including information about college, influences their 

college choice process (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006, 

2010). While students’ families are most often the source of this capital and information, 

other adults may fill that void when students’ families lack experience with or 

information about higher education, (McDonough, 1997; Terenzini et al., 2001).  

For the four case students, their school and school personnel were certainly the 

source of much college information and social and cultural capital. In a way, the case 

students’ high demand for higher education created an equally high demand for 

information about college. Being unable to find this information at home, either because 

their parents had not gone to college or had never previously sent any children to college, 

the four students sought it at school. Whether in class or individually, Lydia, Katherine, 

Kyle and Sara depended on their teachers and guidance counselor to fill the gaps in their 

own and their parents’ knowledge of college.  
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Recognizing this gap in students’ knowledge, Mrs. Olin and Dr. Taraki took it 

upon themselves to provide students with information about college. Moreover, Mrs. Olin 

did not stop at sharing information with students. She also helped students submit 

applications, manage financial aid forms, and weigh their admissions offers. However, 

the guidance counselor’s time and knowledge may have limited how she was able to help 

students. Mrs. Olin’s advice was shaped by her experience working closely with 

admissions representatives from Regional for a number of years. Further, when parents 

work through the college choice process with their children, they can ostensibly give all 

their attention to one child. The guidance counselor, faced with 165 students, may have 

adopted a sensible, one-size-fits-most approach in counseling students. Because the 

school was the filter for college information for these four students, as well as a hundred 

others, the depth and nature of the information that could be provided was different than 

what students from other, more advantaged schools, regions, and family backgrounds are 

likely to receive. In places where parents have higher levels of education, or private 

college counselors are available to work with families, or schools actively work to place 

students in competitive colleges and universities, the nature of information about college 

is different than it was for these four students in Fairbanks County. This possibility is 

further supported by the fact that 67 of the 90 college-going graduates from FCHS were 

planning to attend Regional at the end of their senior year of high school. 

Benefits of College 

The case students’ demand for higher education intertwined with their perceptions 

of the benefits of higher education. Because all four case students had decided they were 

definitely going to college by middle school, if not earlier, they seem to have internalized 
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a perception that college is beneficial, if not necessary, for one’s career and lifestyle. 

However, Lydia, Katherine, Kyle, and Sara’s perceptions of the benefits of college were 

sometimes based on assumptions and unfounded information.  

Monetary benefits. The main benefits the case students described were the 

potential occupations and presumed higher salaries open to individuals with a college 

degree. Almost all research in college choice is premised on the human capital model in 

which individuals decide to pursue higher education as a way to increase their economic 

potential (Perna, 2010). Indeed, Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara each expressed interest 

in a well-paying career requiring an advanced degree, as well as awareness that their 

chosen professions would require a college education. Thus, for these four students, the 

decision to go to college was partially a means to a desired end. However, students 

selected their particular future careers, and ultimately their higher education institutions, 

in light of their immediate context. 

In her work with college-bound females in California, McDonough (1997) 

describes how Bourdieu’s concept of habitus influences students’ college choice 

processes. She defines habitus as “a common set of subjective perceptions held by all 

members of the same group or class that shapes an individual’s expectations, attitudes, 

and aspirations” (McDonough, 1997, p. 9). McDonough’s (1997) study found that 

students constrain or expand their college choice process given their individual habitus. 

More recent college choice research has confirmed the importance of habitus in college 

choice (Cho, Hudley, Lee, Barry & Kelly, 2008; McDonough and Calderone, 2006; Nora, 

2004; Paulsen & St. John, 2002). As such, Perna (2010) includes habitus in her nested 
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process model in the individual and family contextual layer, but also notes that habitus 

may be shaped by high schools, institutions of higher education, and/or broader factors.  

In terms of how Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara’s perceptions influenced their 

career aspirations, only Lydia’s plan to become a speech pathologist was based on her 

interaction with an adult in her community. By spending time in her mother’s classroom 

at Fairbanks Elementary, Lydia met and eventually shadowed the speech pathologist at 

the school. Through this experience, Lydia realized she liked working with children, and 

that she did not have to be a classroom teacher to do so. In this way, Lydia’s unique 

social capital exposed her to professionals in the community beyond her parents, which in 

turn shaped her perception of potential careers. 

On the other hand, Katherine and Sara described their chosen professions 

generally as engineering and law, respectively. Neither girl knew an engineer or lawyer 

personally, but they understood what each did and expressed a belief that their chosen 

profession matched their strengths well. Katherine cited her math ability and an 

engineering problem given to her by Mr. Dean that she solved quickly to his surprise. A 

Google search revealed the only engineer in the area to be a state highway-paving 

contractor. Neither Katherine nor her parents mentioned this individual. Katherine’s 

perception of engineering may have also come from the recent popularity of STEM fields 

and attempts to engage females in these fields. She mentioned that Mr. Dean told her a 

female engineer was guaranteed a job. Katherine may have found the promise of certain 

employment appealing because of her own parents’ unemployment and her family’s 

consequent economic hardship. 
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As a future lawyer, Sara described her comfort in writing and arguing and an 

interest in political science. She did not seem to know of the generally recognized 

overabundance of lawyers, perhaps because downtown Juniper has only one law office. 

This fact is not surprising, considering that rural areas are typically underserved by 

lawyers and other professionals. Still, Sara’s college and career plans seemed based on 

economic motives more so than her recognition of the lack of lawyers in her community. 

She openly described her desire to “make [her] children’s life better than [hers]” by 

making sure she had “a good job, a good house, a good car, that kind of thing.” Recall 

that Sara’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Smith, jointly run their self-owned vehicle towing and 

repair shop, and that Sara works as a waitress to pay for her clothes, cell phone, and car 

insurance. Thus, Sara’s intention to become a lawyer seemed to be based on her general 

perception of the prestige and pay afforded lawyers. 

Kyle intended to become an anesthesiologist by first becoming a nurse anesthetist, 

rather than by majoring in pre-med in undergrad and then going to medical school. 

Kyle’s plan for entering his future occupation was quite out of sync with reality. Kyle’s 

father works in a factory; his mother is unable to work because of a disability. While 

Juniper has a hosptial, Kyle’s exposure to the medical field has largely been through his 

mother’s health care, which has not involved an anesthesiologist. Instead, Kyle’s interest 

in the profession was more about the high salary, which he learned about at a school 

career fair. What is more troubling is that Kyle’s ideas of how to become an 

anesthesiologist have gone unchallenged. It seems likely that most adults in Kyle’s life 

would have the basic knowledge that becoming a doctor after becoming a nurse is taking 

the unnecessarily long way around. What is less clear is whether and why his guidance 
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counselor, parents, and/or teachers failed to point out this misunderstanding to Kyle. 

Perhaps they believed that studying nursing was more productive generally or for Kyle 

specifically. They may also have suspected that Kyle was more likely to complete an 

undergraduate nursing program than to complete a pre-med course of study and go on to 

medical school because of his family background. However, both the four and six year 

graduation rates at Regional are lower than those at Flagship, so it seems encouraging 

him to choose Regional was not based on any data. 

Institutional benefits. Beyond the perceived occupational benefits of just going 

to college, Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara’s enrollment decisions were also based on 

their perceptions of the benefits of attending their respective institutions. Cabrera and 

LaNasa (2000) note that student’s college search and choice decisions are shaped by their 

impressions of institutional factors including “the quality of the institution, campus life, 

and availability of majors” (p. 9). Each of the four case students expressly mentioned the 

academic reputation of his or her chosen institution or program, even if the source of this 

reputation was hearsay. 

For example, Sara mentioned that an admissions representative from Regional 

told her that the university had a good pre-law program. She did not seem to question the 

motives or statements of the representative. Further, because of Regional’s proximity to 

and long-standing relationship with Fairbanks, representatives from the university visit 

the high school early and often. In fact, an admissions representative visited Fairbanks in 

late September 2011 to speak to students and promote Regional’s spotlight event that 

weekend, October 1st, where students could apply to Regional for free. This first college 

representative visit of the school year led to Sara’s early application and acceptance at 
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Regional. After this event, Sara suspended her college search and enrolled at Regional, in 

part because of her unconfirmed perceptions of Regional’s pre-law program. 

Similarly, Kyle said that Mrs. Olin showed him facts that convinced him 

Regional’s nursing program was better than Flagship’s. Although Kyle could not recall 

what the facts were, they might have been the licensing examination pass rates for each 

nursing program in the state, which are a common measure of nursing school quality. 

Regional’s pass rate was 96% in 2011, while Flagship’s was 94% (Kentucky Board of 

Nursing, 2012). Additionally, Regional is locally known in Appalachian Kentucky as a 

popular nursing school. Kyle may very well have perceived this popularity as a marker of 

quality, whether or not that was actually the case.  

Even Katherine’s parents asserted that she had chosen the most prestigious 

university of her options based on their perceptions of the colleges to which she had 

applied. Katherine’s father, Mr. Isaacs, recounted telling her “Private’s ink holds the most 

weight over any college you are going to choose.” This statement indicated that Mr. 

Isaacs believed a degree from Private University was worth more in terms of social and 

cultural capital than a degree from other institutions in the state. Further, Katherine and 

her parents valued the engineering program at Private because it was a combined 

program with Flagship University that would result in both a Bachelor’s and a Master’s 

degree over five years. The perception that Katherine was getting two degrees for the 

price of one was integral to her decision to enroll at Private. 

Non-monetary benefits. Lydia held notions of other long-term benefits 

associated with higher education, which she saw first hand in the divergent life paths of 

her two uncles. Her college-educated uncle had a lifestyle she admired. He lived in a 
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house with his wife and children. Her other uncle lived in a trailer home by himself and, 

although he had children, they had different mothers and were rarely around. It is 

interesting that Lydia associated an intact, nuclear family with a college education 

because research confirms that college-educated individuals are less likely to divorce 

than those with a high school diploma (Fry, 2010). As a young woman in rural 

Appalachian Kentucky, where societal values tend to conservative Lydia may accept the 

expectation to marry and have children. Her association of this desired lifestyle with a 

college education might be another reason she is seeking higher education. 

Supply of Resources 

While all four case students shared a similar demand for higher education and a 

perception that college was beneficial, they differed in their supply of resources to 

finance their education. In the nested process model (Perna, 2010), a student’s supply of 

resources includes his or her family income and the financial aid offered by higher 

education institutions. Because research in college access and choice has long focused on 

econometric models, the relationship between family income and college enrollment is 

well-documented. In brief, students with lower family incomes are less likely to aspire to, 

apply to and enroll in college than students with higher family incomes (Cabrera & 

LaNasa, 2000; Perna, 2010). Recognizing this fact, higher education institutions and 

federal and state governments have attempted to use financial aid to offset the lack of 

monetary resources of low-income students. While the success of various financial aid 

programs is debatable, there is no doubt that financial aid offers from their chosen 

institutions influenced Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara’s college choice decision. 
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Family income. The four case students were somewhat stratified in terms of their 

family income. Lydia’s family income was the highest of the four, at approximately 

$80,000. Kyle and Sara’s respective families were in the middle with nearly $40,000. 

Katherine’s family income was the lowest in the group, at roughly $20,000. The students’ 

family size varied as well. Lydia and Sara’s families both had four members, but Kyle’s 

family has only three members and Katherine’s family has six members. To put these 

numbers in perspective, the median household income4 in Fairbanks County in 2011 was 

$28,148 (ARC, 2013). Thus, three of the four case students have higher than average 

family incomes in Fairbanks County. However, in the same year, the median household 

income in Kentucky was $42,248, and the national median was $52,762 (ARC, 2013). 

Thus, only Lydia’s family income was higher than state and national medians. Given 

these numbers, it is clear that Katherine, Kyle and Sara would be considered 

disadvantaged in a wider population, and should be less likely to engage in the college 

choice process than their peers above the median.  

Of the four case students, both Lydia and Kyle expressed their respective parents’ 

willingness and ability to pay for college. Lydia’s parents also emphasized their ability to 

pay for college, but added that they were glad she had received so many scholarships. In 

Kyle’s case, his statement that his parents “would have paid every penny if they had to” 

seemed to indicate parental willingness to pay more than true ability, especially given 

their below median income of slightly more than $40,000. Neither Lydia nor Kyle stated 

that their parents could and would pay for any college. Rather, for reasons I will discuss 

                                                
4 The Census uses median income rather than average income to avoid outlier effects. Median household 
income assumes a family of four (U.S. Census, 2013). 
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in more detail below, it seemed clear that the Nelsons and the Vandivers were thinking 

about in-state institutions. 

 On the other hand, Katherine and Sara’s families did not have any real financial 

means to pay for their daughters’ college. Still, low family income did not seem to 

dampen Katherine and Sara’s college aspirations or search. Instead, both girls seemed to 

hold to their long-held desire to attend college, and assumed that financial resources 

would become available somehow, even if the resources were student loans. Katherine 

may have had additional reason to think that the money would work itself out because of 

the bank account that was set up for her by a benevolent businessman in her senior year 

of high school, which she used for the costs of her extracurricular activities.  

What was most interesting about the role of family income in the four students’ 

college choice process was that the student with the lowest family income, Katherine, 

visited and applied to more colleges than the other three students. This fact is surprising 

given the overwhelming literature that suggests the lowest-income students do not engage 

in much college search behavior at all (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Terenzini et al., 2001). 

However, Katherine’s desire to play sports at the collegiate level and her athletic ability 

allowed her to expand her college search. Her ability garnered attention from both 

volleyball and basketball coaches at multiple institutions, attention which Katherine 

reciprocated in the institutions. The addition of athletics to Katherine’s college decision 

seemed to mitigate the role of family income in her college choice process.  

Financial aid. Perhaps more than family income, all four case students’ 

enrollment decisions were influenced by financial aid, both actual and perceived. 

Common sense alone indicates that students and their families think about financial aid 
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throughout the college choice process. Further, studies have shown that receiving a 

financial aid offer is a predictor of college enrollment (Linsenmeier, Rosen, & Rouse, 

2006). Research has also shown that low-income students take expected financial aid into 

consideration more than their peers at other income levels do (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; 

Terenzini et al., 2001). For the four case students in this study, financial aid seemed to 

impact all students’ thinking, regardless of income level.  

One aspect of financial aid that was pertinent for Lydia, Katherine, Kyle, and Sara 

was the Kentucky Educational Excellence Scholarship (KEES), which is an automatic 

scholarship offered to students attending an in-state institution of higher education. The 

KEES program was started in 1998 as an incentive to increase enrollment at Kentucky’s 

colleges and universities and to decrease the “brain drain” that was happening in the 

1990s (Seiler, Lander, Clinton, Alexander, Nelson, Olds, White & Young, 2011). A state 

legislative report found that KEES has met both these goals, with overall enrollment and 

degree attainment as well as enrollment in Kentucky institutions all increasing since the 

program’s introduction (Seiler et al., 2011).  

The KEES program uses GPA and ACT scores on a sliding scale to determine the 

amount of scholarship money that students will receive (KHEAA, 2013). Awards start at 

$125 for a 2.5 GPA, and are cumulative over the four years of high school. The 

maximum award for GPA is $500 for a 4.0 GPA. Thus, a student could earn an automatic 

$2,000 scholarship for every year of college if he or she maintains a 4.0 GPA in high 

school. Additional money is offered for composite ACT scores of 15 or higher. The ACT 

awards start at $36 and increase by $35 for each additional point. ACT scores of 28 or 
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higher are worth $500, which makes the maximum KEES award amount $2,500 for each 

year of college. 

The KEES program is widely publicized by the state and is so well known that 

most Kentucky students limit their college search to in state schools to ensure they will 

receive this scholarship. The KEES program helps explain why Lydia, Katherine, Kyle 

and Sara only considered in-state schools. For one, while the average KEES award is 

$1200, all four case students stood to earn annual KEES money between $2000-$2500 

per year if they stayed in state. Assuming a traditional four-year path to college, the 

students and their families could expect to receive $8,000-$10,000 in total. Further, all 

four students listed KEES money as one way they were financing their education. 

Finally, the KEES program makes already expensive out-of-state tuition seem even more 

costly by comparison.  

The case students considered other sources of financial aid beyond the KEES 

program as well. For example, Lydia told me that she limited her college search to 

schools that would give her a good scholarship. As a result, she only applied to two four-

year public institutions in Kentucky. It is not clear if Lydia’s limited search was because 

of her flawed understanding of the available scholarships at other institutions or a 

misjudgment of her academic ability relative to her peers. Both of these factors have been 

documented in the college choice literature (Perna, 2006). What is clear is that Lydia’s 

perception of available financial aid constrained her college choice process to two 

potential institutions. This fact is even more surprising given Lydia’s relatively high 

family income and her mother’s high level of educational attainment, which are 

positively associated with expanded college searches and number of college applications 
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(McDonough, 1997). It would appear that Lydia’s perception of limited potential 

financial aid influenced her college choice process by first reducing her pool of potential 

institutions. 

Lydia’s misperceptions of available financial aid are baffling in light of Mrs. 

Olin’s demonstrated focus on financial aid in her senior counseling programs. Many of 

the materials given to seniors and their parents deal with financing college, completing 

the FAFSA, and scholarships available for specific majors and degrees. Moreover, Lydia 

applied for a number of the smaller, local scholarships Mrs. Olin advertised. Somehow, 

though, she did not receive the message that a number of colleges offered scholarships 

like the ones with which she was familiar, or that applying to more colleges could 

increase her chances of receiving scholarships. 

In terms of actual aid, all four case students admitted that financial aid offers 

influenced their enrollment decisions. On one end, Sara’s experience was the most 

extreme. She stopped her college search process once Regional, the first institution she 

applied to, offered her a full tuition scholarship. She accepted admission, and the $24,000 

scholarship, when Mrs. Olin told her that was “just too good to pass up.” Less extreme 

was Katherine, who noted that among other things, her enrollment decision was based on 

the amount of student loans required to supplement her scholarships. She wanted to limit 

her debt as much as possible, but she still had to like the school. On the other end, Kyle 

stated outright that the financial aid package he was offered was nice, but that it did not 

make his college choice decision for him. However, given that Kyle had only applied to 

one other school, which did offer him less financial aid, it seems likely that his decision 

was still in part about the money. 
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Cost 

Directly related to students’ supply of resources is the cost of attending college. 

The costs associated with higher education are the real costs of tuition, room and board, 

fees, books, and such. Traditionally, the opportunity cost of foregone earnings is also 

included as a cost of higher education. For Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara real costs 

were a primary factor in their college choice process, while a consideration of foregone 

earnings was not. The only other cost that seemed to influence these four students’ 

college decision-making process was the cost of leaving home and a potential loss of 

“sense of place” (Howley, Harmon and Leopold, 1996). 

Actual costs of attending. The direct costs associated with attending college have 

substantially increased over the last decade, both nationally and in Kentucky. In 2010, the 

average total cost (including tuition, fees, and room and board) for one year at in-state, 

four-year, public university in Kentucky was $14,000 (Seiler et al., 2011). The annual 

total cost for an in-state, four-year, private university averaged $25,500 (Seiler et al., 

2011). Nationally, the average total cost for one year at a four-year, public university was 

$16,000 and $33,000 at a four-year, private university (NCES, 2013). College choice 

research shows a clear negative association between tuition costs and enrollment, 

especially for low-income students (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Terenzini et al., 2001). 

While none of the four case students knew the exact cost of attending their 

potential institutions, which is troubling in itself, they all stated that college was 

expensive. Thus, they sought to limit their out-of-pocket costs for college. As previously 

discussed, all students limited their pool of potential colleges to in-state institutions. It 

was clear from my conversations with the students and their families that the financial 
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support for attending in-state institutions made going to a college in Kentucky a near 

certainty. Lydia, Sara, and Kyle further limited their college search to one or two four-

year public universities in the state. The most expensive of these institutions was Flagship 

with a total annual cost of nearly $20,000, and the least expensive was Regional with a 

total annual cost of $14,500. Assuming a traditional timeline of four-years to complete a 

baccalaureate degree, which is feasible given the number of college credits these students 

possess already, a Flagship degree costs at least $80,000 and a Regional degree casts 

$58,000. That these three students chose the least expensive school indicates that cost, 

and reducing it as much as possible, was a factor in their ultimate college choice. Further, 

both Lydia and Kyle had expressed a long-seated desire to attend Flagship, but they 

ended up at Regional, where they are going to college almost cost free because of 

scholarships. It seems likely that the only factor powerful enough to change Lydia and 

Kyle’s minds on college choice was the proverbial bottom line of the dollar amount of 

attending each school. 

On the other hand, Katherine’s list of potential institutions came down to three 

private colleges. Even though Katherine’s family income was the most limited of the four 

case students, she focused on these typically more expensive schools, in part, because 

they offered the only opportunity for her to continue to play sports. Thus, from the 

beginning, Katherine’s college search was not dictated solely by concerns of cost. The 

total annual cost at Katherine’s three college choices ranged from $20,000 to $33,000 per 

year. Her eventual institution, Private University, was in the middle, with a total annual 

cost of $28,000. A year of school at any one of Katherine’s chosen colleges costs more 

than her family’s annual income. Even so, she still needed work study, federal and state 
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grants, and federally subsidized student loans on top of her merit scholarships to pay for 

college. It is quite possible that Katherine and her family realized that the price of almost 

any college was exorbitant given their limited resources, so rather than focus mainly on 

cost, they considered multiple factors when choosing a college.  

Other costs. None of the four students mentioned foregone earnings as a cost of 

attending college. Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara may not have considered opportunity 

costs because of their stated long-held intention to enter college after high school. 

Relatedly, by the time they began seriously making college plans all students aspired to 

specific careers that required advanced degrees. They did not want full time employment 

immediately following high school because the jobs they wanted to do required more 

education.  

The lack of consideration of opportunity costs may also be due to the relatively 

high unemployment rate in rural Appalachian Kentucky. Research has shown that 

students are more likely to enroll in college when the unemployment rate increases 

(Perna, 2010). High rates of unemployment make entering the work force a less viable 

alternative than higher education. Unemployment is an enduring problem in rural, 

Appalachian Kentucky. The region’s economy relies on declining and low-wage 

industries such as natural resource extraction, agriculture, manufacturing, and service 

sector opportunities (ARC, 2013). Recent estimates of unemployment in Appalachian 

Kentucky range from 10% to 12%, above the national average of 9% (ARC, 2013; U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). In 2012 in Fairbanks County, the unemployment rate 

was 11% (ARC, 2013). So on top of their desire to go to school rather than work, these 

four students may have realized there was no work to be had if they did not go to college.  
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The final and most intangible cost that students seemed to consider in their 

college choice process was the cost of leaving their hometown. While all students 

naturally experience some trepidation about leaving family and friends behind as they 

head off to college, these four students seemed quite concerned about changing their 

immediate physical context. Research in college choice for Latino students has found that 

these students typically enroll in colleges that they consider close or easily accessible to 

their homes (Desmond & Lopez Turley, 2009; McDonough, 1997). McDonough (1997) 

also found that students defined HEIs as close or accessible depending on their SES. 

Lower-SES students thought in terms of ground transportation and commuting, while 

higher-SES students considered air or rail travel acceptable (McDonough, 1997). Further, 

researchers in rural education have documented a strong “sense of place” (Howley, et al., 

1996, p. 2), or deep appreciation for one’s community, among rural students (Brooke, 

2003; Howley et al., 1996; Sobel, 2004). In this regard, place is more than just the 

immediate physical or sociocultural context. For individuals from Appalachia, place, as 

Howley and colleagues (1996) describe it, is an ingrained part of an individual’s habitus.  

For Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara, the proximity of their chosen institution to 

their hometown was about more than easy access to laundry—it was about their sense of 

place. All four students enrolled in institutions within an hour’s drive from Fairbanks 

County. None of the students even applied to a college more than two hours away from 

home. Research indicates that rural students feel very connected to the communities in 

which they live (Beaver, 1986; Schonert-Reichl, Elliott, & Bills, 1993). Further, rural 

students face a tension between this connection to community and the expanded 

educational and employment opportunities that are almost always found outside their 
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communities (Howley et al., 1996). In Fairbanks County, very few students ever really go 

away to college. The majority of college- bound students stay in state and a large 

proportion of these students end up at Regional. Upon college graduation, many 

Fairbanks students choose to live in Seaver, the small city where Regional is located.  

Choosing to attend Regional University is not necessarily a predictor of living in 

or near Fairbanks County for the rest of one’s life. However, going to college so close to 

home seems to suggest a comfort that is likely to continue. For example, Sara, who 

specifically mentioned her desire to stay close to home, opted to rent an apartment in 

Seaver rather than live in the dorms, and planned to continue working her part-time 

waitressing job in Juniper. Sara also considers herself financially independent of her 

parents. In short, Sara began her adult life as soon as she graduated from high school. 

And, she began it 20 miles from her parents’ house where she could maintain some of her 

sense of place while also pursuing her educational aspirations.  

Lydia and Kyle seemed to operate with the expectation of staying close to home, 

although in a less literal sense. Both of these students have a significant other who also 

chose to attend Regional University. For Lydia and Kyle, dating someone from home is 

another way to maintain a sense of place—it is a tie to where they come from. It is also 

entirely possible that Lydia and Kyle believe they will marry their current significant 

other. Kyle’s parents were high school sweethearts who married their senior year of high 

school when they learned they were pregnant with Kyle. Given this fact, it seems possible 

that part of Kyle’s habitus is an understanding that it is acceptable or common to marry 

the first person you date. Further, the Vandivers’ situation is not at all uncommon in rural 
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Appalachian Kentucky, which may strengthen Kyle’s views and help explain why Lydia 

thinks she will marry Walt.  

Lydia, Kyle, and Sara sought to minimize the expected cost of leaving home, and 

all the people tied to home, by choosing to attend an institution very close to home. They 

wanted to maintain their sense of place as rural Appalachians native to Fairbanks County. 

Katherine’s experience was somewhat different. She went to an institution just over an 

hour away from Fairbanks without a car. She also did not express a desire to stay close to 

home upon college graduation. However, it is important to note that Katherine spent the 

first 11 years of her life in a major city north of Appalachian Kentucky. It is quite 

possible that she had yet to develop a sense of place tied to Fairbanks County. 

Role of Context 

As seen above, contextual factors shaped Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara’s views 

about college generally and about specific institutions of higher education. The students’ 

individual habitus, access to school and community resources, location relative to HEIs, 

and broader sociocultural environment impacted their entire college choice process, from 

the number and type of colleges they visited and applied to, to the way they selected one 

institution. If one examined the experience of these four academically gifted students 

devoid of their Fairbanks County milieu, one might be surprised that three of the four 

students chose the same nearby, four-year regional public university. However, when one 

considers the programs and practices of Regional University and Fairbanks High as well 

as the economic and cultural context of Appalachian Kentucky, this finding is less 

surprising. Given the particular context in which these college-bound rural students 

operated, it is more surprising that one of the case students, especially the lowest income 
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student, enrolled in a private liberal arts college that is twice as expensive as Regional 

University. In short, the context of Fairbanks County and the various supports and 

barriers therein constrained the college choice process for these four rural students.  

For the most part, Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara shared the three outermost 

contextual layers in Perna’s (2010) model. They were planning for and selecting a college 

during a national economic downturn in a region with low levels of educational 

attainment and high unemployment and poverty. They lived in an area with multiple 

colleges and universities, both public and private, within an hour’s drive. Their state 

offered financial incentives to attend in-state HEIs. They took college courses taught by 

professors from one institution while still in high school. They attended a school with a 

guidance counselor devoted entirely to the senior class who spent considerable time and 

energy sharing college information with students and parents and helping students 

through their college choice process. Taken together, these contextual factors encouraged 

the four case students to attend college, but also constrained their range of college 

options. 

For example, all four case students cited their parents as sources of general 

encouragement to further their education; however, only Katherine’s parents were 

meaningfully involved in their child’s specific college choice process. The overall lack of 

parental experience with higher education meant that these four students were largely left 

to their own devices to select potential institutions, apply to schools, and make an 

enrollment decision. This task is monumental for even the most intelligent and 

conscientious of students, even with parental support and guidance, so it is not surprising 

that Lydia, Kyle and Sara only applied to one or two institutions. Because their parents 
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were unable to help them make college decisions, these three students self-constrained 

their range of college options to a manageable number of institutions. Katherine’s range 

of options was expanded to seven institutions because her athletic ability garnered 

attention and direct contact from multiple schools. Katherine and her family also 

reciprocated this attention by visiting institutions and talking with coaches. Together, 

these factors explain why Katherine’s range of options was less limited than that of her 

peers despite her family’s low income and her parents’ low level of educational 

attainment. 

Lydia, Kyle and Sara considered only in-state institutions, and Katherine 

considered mostly in-state institutions, in part, because of the financial incentives offered 

to attend college in Kentucky. Nationally, in-state tuition is less than out-of-state tuition, 

which encourages many students to select local institutions. Sara reported that she only 

considered in-state schools because of her desire to limit college costs. Lydia reported 

only considering schools that she believed would offer her full tuition scholarships, and 

all these schools were in Kentucky. Further, these four students had automatically 

accrued KEES Scholarship money during high school, so choosing an institution outside 

of Kentucky would mean forfeiting an existing scholarship of $2,500 per year for four 

years of college.  

The guidance counselor focused on helping students reduce costs as well, when 

she explicitly advised Lydia and Sara to accept Regional’s admission offer because of the 

scholarship it guaranteed. Taking her advice, both Lydia and Sara prematurely ended 

their college application process. Sara only applied to Regional University. Lydia applied 

to Regional and one other public university in Kentucky. Thus, even though the guidance 



 

 145 
 

counselor did help these students enter college, she did so in such a way as to constrain 

the range of options the students considered in their college choice process. 

The dual enrollment program at FCHS also served to constrain the students’ 

college choice process by prioritizing Regional University. Because students at FCHS 

received college credit through Regional and not from a neutral organization like the 

College Board, which oversees the Advanced Placement program, they were primed to 

continue their college education with Regional. All four students described their comfort 

with Regional professors and a confidence in their academic abilities that came from their 

experience in dual enrollment classes. Further, because most of their senior year classes 

were dual enrollment classes, the students may have already thought of themselves as 

Regional students. Dr. Taraki described how frequently she reminded FCHS students that 

they were capable of college level work because their English class with her was the 

same as the English class she taught on campus to all students. In Lydia’s case, her 

relationship with Dr. Taraki that developed over three dual enrollment classes strongly 

influenced her decision to apply to and enroll at Regional University. Thus, students at 

FCHS may have approached their college choice process heavily favoring Regional 

University because of their previous experiences in the dual enrollment classes.  

Other school factors influenced Lydia, Kyle and Sara’s preference for Regional as 

well. Regional is the first institution FCHS students visit and the institution they visit the 

most times. It is the institution most attended by their parents, relatives and peers, and the 

closest institution to their homes. Regional is also the first institution to send admissions 

representatives to FCHS in the fall semester. When they come to the school, they waive 

the application fee for any student who completes the application that day; many 
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students, including Lydia, Kyle and Sara, take them up on the offer. Thus, various 

contextual factors, many at the school level, constrain students’ range of college choice 

options. 

Student Agency 

Still, given their context and its constraints, students still made rational college 

choices, and, as such, were active agents in their college choice process. All students 

expressed ambitious life and career aspirations that were dependent on advanced degrees. 

They each viewed college as a means to an end and sought to achieve that end. Lydia, 

Katherine, Kyle and Sara also displayed initiative when they sought out college 

counseling from Mrs. Olin and other adults, especially when this counseling was in lieu 

of parental guidance. All four students reported visiting Mrs. Olin’s office multiple times, 

sometimes everyday, during the college application season. Lydia and Sara also cited Dr. 

Taraki as a source of guidance during their college choice process. These capable 

students recognized when they needed help, and they knew where to find it. Finally, these 

students showed agency in their responsiveness to the incentive system of the KEES 

scholarship. Not only did they work through high school to earn as much KEES money as 

possible, but they also elected to attend institutions that would accept this scholarship.  

Nuances in the Model 

While understanding the context in which Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara made 

their college choice decisions helps explain their enrollment decisions, the model does 

not capture some nuances in their college choice processes. For one, the students cited 

some influences that were absent from the model. Further, the students were heavily 
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influenced by at least one central figure rather than by a number of disparate factors, as 

the model suggests.  

One influence missing from Perna’s (2006; 2010) model was the role of non-

academic demands for higher education. Katherine’s athletic ability seemed to 

complement her academic ability, which increased her demand for higher education, and 

allowed her to expand her list of potential institutions during her college search. She was 

then able to consider multiple financial aid offers and institutional factors to decide on an 

institution. Given Katherine’s low socioeconomic status, a situation that almost 

guarantees limited opportunities for higher education, this expansion is noteworthy.  

For Lydia, a high achieving and well-to-do student with a college-educated 

parent, the lack of parental involvement in her college choice process is quite unusual 

given the research in college access. Lydia’s parents were content to trust Lydia and her 

guidance counselor to handle almost all of Lydia’s college choice decisions. It is not 

unusual that Lydia’s teacher and guidance counselor were sources of college information, 

but it is unusual that these women seemed to be her only sources. It is also unclear why 

these women were acting in lieu of Lydia’s college-educated mother, and if Lydia sought 

these sources out because her mother was unable to help her or if she just took advantage 

of an existing structure. 

What is perhaps most interesting is that the Nelsons were not surprised that Lydia 

was able to enroll in an Honors Program at a college nearly free of charge without their 

assistance. Like the Smiths and the Isaacs, they were comfortable letting their daughter 

and her guidance counselor make the college choice decisions. All three sets of parents 

stated that most aspects of the college decision-making process (applying to colleges, 
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applying for scholarships, submitting admission materials) were done at school, with 

little to no input from themselves. According to Kyle, the Vandivers were also 

disengaged from his college choice process. He relied on the guidance counselor’s advice 

about reputable nursing programs. He only applied to the Honors Program at Regional 

University at the insistence of his girlfriend, who also applied there. For these four 

students, parental engagement in the college choice process, which Perna’s (2010) and 

other models assume, was virtually non-existent.  

 At least two influences were apparent for Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara, but 

absent from the model. The first is a sense of place or connection to their home as part of 

a student’s individual and family context, or habitus. As aforementioned, many rural 

students and individuals from Appalachia feel a deep connection to their community. 

This sense of place, and the potential loss of that sense, can keep rural students close to 

home when they think about higher education. This inclination is strengthened by 

policies like the KEES program that provide incentives for attending in-state institutions.  

Another nuance between these students’ experiences and Perna’s (2010) model is 

the role of a strong individual figure in directing their college choice. As discussed above, 

Mrs. Olin was extremely involved in the students’ college choice process. She told Kyle 

to apply to Regional and he did. She told Sara to accept early admission and the 

scholarship from Regional and she did. She personally mailed Lydia’s Honors application 

and continued to search for scholarships for Katherine until the day she moved into 

college. Similarly, Dr. Taraki was a driving force behind Lydia’s decision to apply to 

Regional and its Honors program. Lydia was unaware of the program until Dr. Taraki 

told her about it. Although teachers and guidance counselors are included in the school 
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context level of Perna’s (2006; 2010) model as sources of social and cultural capital, they 

are not characterized as primary influences in the college choice process. Yet, for these 

four students, these women were not simply a passing contextual influence. They played 

a central role in all four students’ college choice process. Mrs. Olin and Dr. Taraki either 

took the place of or outweighed other influential individuals and factors at some point in 

each student’s college choice process. Thus, it is unclear how to reconcile the four 

students’ experience with one overwhelmingly influential individual with Perna’s (2010) 

model of a college choice decision that is shaped by a number of disparate factors.  

Overall, Perna’s (2010) model of college choice did prove a valuable analytic tool 

for understanding many of the influential factors in these four students’ college decisions. 

The model also accurately accounted for the role of context in students’ thinking about 

college. However, the model did not completely align with the experience of these rural 

students from Appalachian Kentucky. Below, I have revised the model (Perna, 2010) to 

highlight the aforementioned nuances and to indicate more fluid boundaries between the 

contextual layers and a more iterative decision making process.  

Figure 3: Revised nested process model of college choice 
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Chapter 7:  Implications and Conclusion 

In this study, I have tried to characterize the college choice process of four rural 

students from Appalachian Kentucky. I have analyzed these students’ experiences 

through the lens of Perna’s (2010) theoretical model of college choice as a nested 

process. My work has shown that, for these four students, the high school and school 

personnel were as influential as students’ families and individual resources in shaping 

their college enrollment decisions. Thus, there are implications for theory and research in 

college access and choice. Because of the school’s involvement in individual students’ 

college choice, there are also some tentative implications for policy and practice at this 

level that future research will need to confirm.  

Implications for Theory and Research 

In terms of theory and research, this study has shown that, for the most part, the 

experience of these four students aligns with Perna’s (2010) model and the college choice 

literature. The students’ college choice processes were shaped by contextual factors 

unique to Fairbanks County High School and rural, Appalachian Kentucky, as well as 

expected factors such as cost and financial aid. However, the model does not fit 

completely. The school’s substantial role in these students’ college choice process and 

the parents’ relative comfort with this arrangement is not adequately reflected. Further, 

the various constraints that Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara experienced as a result of 

their context indicate that not all college-bound students face the same range of college 

choice options. For students in under-resourced areas, the “choice” in college choice may 

mean something completely different than it does for students from more affluent areas. 

Thus, future college choice research should use the nested process model (Perna, 2010) 
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and take students’ unique sociocultural contexts into account, so researchers can more 

fully understand the various influences on students’ decision-making processes. 

There is also something bittersweet about academically accomplished students 

defaulting their college enrollment choice to the nearby, familiar public university, even 

if they earn their degree without much debt. It is tempting to wonder how these students’ 

college choice experiences would have differed had they grown up in another location. 

Would they have enrolled at more selective, prestigious institutions? It is impossible to 

say. However, research can ponder if students like Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara 

should be encouraged to attend more selective institutions. And, if so, what conditions 

would encourage rural students to select more selective, prestigious institutions? What 

are the costs and benefits for students and institutions alike if students from under-

resourced areas like rural, Appalachian Kentucky enroll in prestigious schools? Would 

these students be successful at selective, prestigious institutions further from their homes, 

or would the cultural adjustment be too much?  

If sending academically able yet underserved students to prestigious, selective 

schools is a less pressing goal, then surely we must wonder how to broaden these 

students’ range of college choice options. Is there an aspect of context that could be 

changed to help students make more informed college choices? Would changing the 

context in which these students, their families and their educators operated increase 

college access for all students, or only some students?  

Perhaps these questions are unfair. Given their unique position in the world, the 

participants in this study seemed to be doing the best they could with what they had. In 

Fairbanks County and rural Appalachian Kentucky, Katherine, Lydia, Kyle, and Sara are 
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success stories. They are in college and facing bright futures. Their teachers and guidance 

counselor helped get them there when their parents could not. While there may be ways 

to improve the college choice process for students like these four, it is important to 

remember that even getting into college lies beyond the reach of many in rural 

Appalachian Kentucky. 

As for my own future research, I would like to conduct a comparative study of 

college bound students from rural, urban and suburban areas, within Kentucky but also 

across the entire nation, to get an even better sense of the role of context in students’ 

college choice decisions. I could also include other and more influential individuals such 

as peers and significant others, college representatives, and teachers in future studies. 

Finally, future research would need to follow students through the college choice process 

rather than to examine their process retrospectively. Research designed this way could 

more accurately describe the actual events of a college choice process, and expose how 

students’ perceptions of events may differ from the realities of the situation. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

If the goal is to increase educational attainment levels in rural, Appalachian 

Kentucky, getting students into college should be celebrated as a positive first step. Thus, 

it is gratifying to know that the majority of students at Fairbanks County High School are 

going to college despite the obstacles that exist for them in Appalachian Kentucky. It is 

also admirable that all four case students, regardless of their family income background, 

are in college.  

In places where a large portion of adults lack experience with higher education, 

parents may be unable to and/or lack the confidence to offer the necessary support in 
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helping their children search for and select a college. Students without a college support 

system at home would reasonably turn to more experienced others at their schools to fill 

this void. While FCHS should be commended for the work they do filling the college 

information gap for the families they serve, the study revealed oddities in the way the 

guidance counselor and teachers helped students. Rather than instruct students in how to 

choose a college from a pool of potential institutions, Mrs. Olin and Dr. Taraki 

essentially told students where to apply and what admissions and financial aid offers to 

accept. These women, though well intentioned, seemed to push students toward Regional, 

which may or may not have been the best institution for all the students. Policymakers 

and practitioners can respond to these circumstances in multiple ways. Because I sought 

only analytic generalizations, the following implications for policy and practice are 

tentative in nature. 

 First, we could better equip inexperienced parents and students to navigate the 

college choice process. Over the past few decades, many organizations have created 

public awareness campaigns and materials to help families think about higher education 

(cf. College Board, Lumina Foundation, National Association for College Admission 

Counseling). In Kentucky, an entire governmental agency, the Kentucky Higher 

Education Assistance Authority (KHEAA), is devoted to “expanding educational 

opportunities by providing financial and informational resources that enable Kentuckians 

to attain their higher education goals” (KHEAA, 2013). Increasing these campaigns 

through various media could help families better prepare for and operate during a college 

choice process. However, as the parents in this study demonstrated, the information 

resources are either unknown to or unused by many. It was as if they did not know how 
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to be involved, or believed it was not their responsibility to be involved. One reason may 

be that parents with low levels of educational attainment incorrectly assume they have no 

valuable knowledge or insight to bring to the process, so they defer to counselors or 

teachers, or rely on these individuals’ expertise just as their children do. Parents in rural 

Appalachian Kentucky also hold school personnel in high regard generally, so they may 

believe that these individuals are the best sources of help for something as important as 

their child’s college decision. 

Thus, another approach could be to buttress the work of school personnel who 

help students think about higher education. The FCHS guidance counselor was able to 

work with so many students individually because her duties were restricted to the senior 

class, while her counterpart counseled the three other grades. McDonough (1997) has 

long suggested reducing the student to counselor ratio in public schools to increase 

equitable access to higher education. In rural, Appalachian Kentucky, increasing the 

number of public school guidance counselors is even more crucial because the area lacks 

private college counselors who are more prevalent in other parts of the country. However, 

rural districts also lack education budgets that can support hiring more personnel, so 

another option may be to train existing teachers or staff to work with students and 

families around college choice. 

 Another task for practitioners and policy makers may be to examine how 

guidance counselors are trained to advise students about college choice, and if this 

preparation is adequate. For example, are counselors prepared to help students research 

and compare institutions on key aspects such as four-year graduation rates, costs of 

attending over four years, and other such statistics? If counselors are left to learn how to 
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counsel students during the college choice process on the job, what is to stop them from 

steering students to certain institutions based on their own impressions or outdated 

information? If guidance counselor professional development is inadequate, improving 

this training may be a first step before hiring more counselors.  

Finally, we can strengthen federal outreach programs like GEAR UP to support 

students and families during the college choice process. These programs could serve as a 

link between schools and families, and help parents to process and use the valuable 

information provided by counselors and other sources. While all four case students were 

part of the GEAR UP cohort at FCHS, only two of them mentioned it when recalling 

their college choice process and only one cited it as influential. Recently, however, the 

effectiveness of federal outreach programs like GEAR UP and TRIO in helping 

disadvantaged students reach college has been called into question (Haskins and Rouse, 

2013), so these programs should be evaluated more fully before policymakers and 

practitioners rely on them to help students. 

Institutions of higher education should be aware of the influence of proximity on 

students’ college choice. By being the first and most frequently visited college of these 

four case students, Regional made quite an impression in their minds. Any other HEI 

hoping to lure these students to their door would have needed to counteract years of 

casual encounters as well as targeted marketing from Regional. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study revealed that these four students from rural Appalachian 

Kentucky faced various supports and barriers on the path to higher education. In the face 

of limited parental involvement, these students were able to rely on their determined 
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guidance counselor and teachers, as well as themselves, to complete their college choice 

processes. Their enrollment decisions reflect the unique context of Fairbanks County as 

much as they reflect the influence of well-documented college access and choice factors 

such as financial aid and academic ability.  

After reading the experiences of Lydia, Katherine, Kyle and Sara, one could argue 

that a student’s college choice process begins when his or her parents decide where to 

live. After all, this location will depend on and contribute to the family’s supply of 

resources, and will provide access to certain schools, cultural knowledge and values, and 

other barriers or supports to students’ educational achievement. All these things will 

impact students’ perceptions and actions regarding college when the time finally comes 

to submit applications. Because context is so influential to students’ educational futures, 

parents, educators, researchers, and policymakers should work to enhance all students’ 

access to contexts that support higher education.  
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Appendix A: Questionnaire 

Name: ______________________________________________________ 
Email: ______________________________________________________ 
Phone (if no email): ___________________________________________ 
 
1. Are you going to college in the fall of 2012?  ________ Yes _________ No 

 
If yes, what college/university will you be attending? 
_______________________________ 
 

2. How old are you?  _______________Years  
 

3. What is your gender? _________________  
 
4. Ethnicity _____________ Caucasian/White 

_____________ African American/Black 
_____________ Native American 
_____________ Hispanic/Latino/a 
_____________ Asian/Pacific Islander 
_____________ Multiracial 

(describe):____________________________ 
_____________ Other (describe): ____________________________ 

 
5. With how many parents/guardians do you live?  __________ Two (mother and 

father) 
          __________ One (either mother 
or father) 
         __________ None  

 
6. Your parents are: _____________ Married 

_____________ Divorced 
_____________ Separated 
_____________ Never married 
_____________ One or both deceased 
_____________ Other (describe): 
______________________________________________ 
 
 

7. How many brothers and sisters do you have? _____________ 
What are their ages? __________________________________________ 
 

8. How long have you lived in Kentucky? ______ Years and _______ Months 
9. Where did your parents grow up? 
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Mother 
_________________________________________________________________
_ 
Father 
_________________________________________________________________
_ 
 

10. Father’s occupation 
_________________________________________________________________
_ 
 

11. Mother’s occupation 
_________________________________________________________________
_ 

 
12. What is the highest education level achieved by each parent or legal guardian? 
 

Mother    ___________ Did not graduate high school or earn GED 
(Female guardian)   ___________ Obtained GED, did not graduate high school 
     ___________ Graduated high school 
              ___________ Technical/Vocational training 

              ___________ Some college, but did not earn a degree 
       ___________ Earned Associate’s (2-year) degree 
     ___________ Earned Bachelor’s degree 
     ___________ Earned Master’s degree   
     ___________ Earned Doctorate degree (M.D., Ph.D., lawyer.) 
 
Father  ___________ Did not graduate high school or earn GED 
(Male guardian) ___________ Obtained GED, did not graduate high school 
   ___________ Graduated high school 
   ___________ Technical/Vocational training 

___________ Some college, but did not earn a degree 
   ___________ Earned Associate’s (2-year) degree   

___________ Earned Bachelor’s degree 
___________ Earned Master’s degree  
___________ Earned Doctorate degree (M.D., Ph.D., lawyer) 

 
13. How many live in your family home? ______________ 

 
14. Compared to other families in the county, do you feel your family income is less, 

more, or about the same? ______ Less   ______ More    ______ Same 
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15. Compared to other students in your class who are also going to college do you 

feel your family income is less, more, or about the same? ______ Less   

_______ More  ______ Same 

16. How would your classify your family?  

______Working class ______Middle class ______Upper Class 

17. Number of brothers and sisters who are attending or have attended college: 
______________ 
 

18. Do you have any extended family members that are attending or have attended 
college? (If yes, check the appropriate blanks.) 
______________ Grandparents 
______________ Aunts 
______________ Uncles 
______________ Cousins 
______________ Other (describe): _____________________________________ 
 

19. What was your grade point average when you graduated from high school? 
______________ 
 

20. What was your score on the ACT? ______________ 
 
21. Compared to most students going to college, how prepared do you feel for college 

academics? 
         Well prepared   ___  Somewhat prepared    Not well prepared 

 
22. What high school curriculum did you follow?      College preparatory 

        General 
        Vocational 

  Other (specify)   
 
23. How are you paying for college? (Mark all that apply.) 

______________ Scholarships 
______________ Grants 
______________ Student Loans 
______________ Parent Loans 
______________ Parents 
______________ Military 
______________ Work during college 
______________ Savings from work during high school or summer 
______________ Other (describe) ____________________________ 
______________ Do not know 
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24. Check any problems or difficulties you have faced in deciding whether or not to 

go to college, or which college to attend: 
  lack of information regarding college and other educational programs 
  cannot afford it  
  no friends planning to go to college 
  live too far from a college 
  lack of parent encouragement 
  lack of financial aid information 
  worried about fitting in 
  not smart enough 
  do not like school 
  other (specify:        ) 
 
25. How certain are you that you will go to college in the fall of 2012? 

________ Very certain ________Somewhat certain ________ Uncertain 
 

26. Are there any special issues in your family that might make it difficult for you to 
go to college? If so, please describe those below. 
_________________________________________________________________
_ 
 

27. How strongly do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?   
 

1 
Strongly disagree 

2 
Disagree 

3 
Neither agree or 

disagree 

4 
Agree 

5 
Strongly agree 

a.  I always knew I would go to college. 1        2        3        4       5 
b.  I considered not going to college after high school 1        2        3        4       5 
c.  I feel emotionally prepared for college. 1        2        3        4       5 
d.  I am scared to go to college. 1        2        3        4       5 
 
28. Do you have any fears about going to college? If so, please describe those below: 

_________________________________________________________________
_ 
 

29. Would you be willing to be interviewed for this study? ___________ Yes 

__________ No 

30. Would your parent(s)/guardian(s) be willing to be interviewed for this study? 

 _______ Yes _______ No 

31. When do you leave for college? _______________________________ 
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32. Are there any dates in July and August that you and your family will NOT be 

available for an interview? If so, please list all of those dates below.  

_____________________________________ 

_____________________________________
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Appendix B: Questionnaire Email 

Dear Student, 
 
Congratulations on your recent high school graduation and your decision to go to 
college! Those are some important accomplishments. I grew up in Kentucky and was 
the first member of my family to go to college. Because of this, I am extremely 
interested in learning how students from Kentucky decide to go to college. I have 
created a questionnaire to help me understand how students think about going to 
college. The questionnaire can be found by clicking on this link: 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/viewform?formkey=dEgyZTF5UGtPRUdDc3pS
bzVmNnNoSGc6MQ 
. 
 
You have been asked to fill out this questionnaire because I want to know about the 
decisions you have made about college. This questionnaire asks about your decision to 
go to college and your background. Please be as honest as possible when filling out 
the survey. Your responses will be confidential. No one other than myself will be able 
to link your name with your questionnaire. It should take about 30 minutes to fill it 
out. Filling out the questionnaire will not hurt you in any way. Some students may feel 
uneasy letting a researcher know about their personal life, thoughts, and attitudes.   
You are not required to complete the questionnaire, and you may stop filling it out at 
any time without consequence. If you do complete the survey, you will be entered into 
a drawing for a $100 Walmart gift card. The first item on the questionnaire asks you to 
give your consent to participate, or, if you are under 18 years of age, your parents must 
give their consent for you to participate. 
 
If you have any questions, feel free to contact me at krislharris@gmail.com or 
606-682-4819. 
 
Thank you, 
Kristen Harris 
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Appendix C: Data Spreadsheet Template 

ID 

Number 

College 

Plans 

Gender Ethnicity Free and 

Reduced 

Meals 

GPA ACT 

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

For College Plans:  
1=4 Year Institution, 2=2 Year Institution, 3=Work, 4=Military, 5=Trade School, 
6=None 
 
For Gender: 
1=Female, 2=Male 

For Ethnicity 
1=White, Non-Hispanic, 2=African American, 3=Hispanic, 4=Asian, 5=Other 

For Free and Reduced Meals 
1=Yes, 2=No 
 
For GPA, record 2 decimal points. 
 
For ACT, record composite score. 
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Appendix D: Case Student Interview Protocol 

1. Introductions 
2. Review of Consent/Permission to audio record  
3. Ice breaker 
4. So you’ve decided to go to Name of College. Tell me how that came about. 

a. Probes for this section: 
i. Help me understand the order of events you’re talking about. 

ii. Can you give me an example of that? 
iii. How did that come about? 
iv. What was significant about that for you? 

5. Why did you want to go to college? 
6. When did you decide to go to college? 
7. Who influenced your decision to go to college? 
8. When did you decide to go to Name of College? 
9. Where do you want to be in four or five years? 
10. Probing questions for specific influences: 

i. Probing questions for individual influences: 
1. Do you know what you will major in at college? 
2. What do you want to do for a living? 
3. Where do you want to live as an adult? 

ii. Probing questions for parental influences: 
1. Did your parents encourage or discourage you from going to 

college? From going to a certain college? 
2. Why did your parents want/not want you to go to college? 
3. Did your parents go to college? 

iii. Probing questions for school and peer influences: 
1. Tell me about your high school. 
2. Do you feel academically prepared to go to college? 
3. How do your friends feel about college?  
4. Are any of your friends going to college?  
5. What do your friends think about the fact that you are going 

to college? 
6. Did anyone at school tell you about college or things related 

to college (i.e., applying, financial aid, etc.)? 
7. Did your guidance counselor work with you to help you 

think about college? If so, how?  
iv. Probing questions for college influences: 

1. How did you learn about specific colleges? 
2. Have you been on any college tours? 
3. Did colleges send you information through the mail? 
4. Talk to me about applying to college. Were the applications 

difficult? 
5. What made you choose those colleges? What were you 

looking for in a college? 
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6. How did financial aid offers impact your decision to go to 
college or to go to a particular college?  

a. Had you thought about the cost of college before 
you applied to colleges? 

b. If not, were you surprised by the cost of the colleges 
you applied to? 

c. Did you and your parents talk about the cost of 
college before your applied? After you applied?  

7. Why did you choose Name of College? 
8. What aspects of college are you looking forward to? What 

are you nervous about? 
11. Are there any factors that were essential for you in making this choice, that 

without it you wouldn’t have decided to go?   
12. Is there anything else that was important to you in making your college decision 

that I haven’t asked about? 
13. If I realized I missed something, can I call you to talk about that? 
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Appendix E: Parent Interview Protocol 

1. Introductions 
2. Review of Consent/Permission to audio record 
3. Congratulate parents on child acceptance into college 
4. So Student’s Name has decided to go to college at Name of College. Tell me how 

that all happened, from your point of view. 
5. How do you feel about that decision? 
6. What was your role in your child’s decision to attend Name of College? 
7. Who do you think most influenced your child’s decision to go college? 
8. What, if anything, made it difficult to help your child make the decision? 
9. Probing questions for specific influences: 

i. Probing questions for parental influences: 
1. Did you encourage or discourage your child from going to 

college? From going to a certain college? 
ii. Probing questions for school and peer influences: 

1. Do you feel your child is academically prepared to go to 
college? 

2. Are any of your child’s friends going to college?  
3. Did anyone at school tell you or your child about college or 

things related to college (i.e., applying, financial aid, etc.)? 
4. Did you ever interact with a guidance counselor? 

iii. Probing questions for college influences: 
1. How did your child learn about specific colleges? 
2. Have you been on any college tours? 
3. Did colleges send your child information through the mail? 
4. Did your child talk to you about their applications for 

college? 
10. How are you and your child financing his/her college education? 
11. How did you learn about financial aid for college? 
12. Probing questions for financial aids: 

a. Did you complete a FAFSA? What was that experience like for you and/or 
your child? 

b. How did financial aid offers impact your child’s decision to go to college 
or to go to a particular college?  

c. Had your family thought about the cost of college before your child applied 
to colleges? 

d. If not, were you surprised by the cost of the college? 
13. Is there anything else that was important to you in your child’s college decision 

that I haven’t asked about? 
14. If I realized I missed something, can I call you to talk about that? 
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Appendix F: Guidance Counselor Interview Protocol 

Initial Contact: 
1. Introduction and overview of study. 
2. Ask for guidance counselor’s help in sending questionnaire to recent graduates 

who have decided to go to college in the fall. 
3. Ask about using the school as the meeting location for college-going recent 

graduates. 
 

Guidance Counselor Interview: 
1. Greeting 
2. Review of Consent/Permission to Audio Record 
3. What do students from this school do after graduating? Do most go to college? 

Enter the workforce?  
4. What are the biggest obstacles these students face in getting to college? 
5. In your opinion, what is the school’s attitude toward sending students to 

college? The district’s?  
6. Is part of your role to help students go to college? If so, what do you do that 

helps students go to college? 
7. At what point in high school do most students express to you an interest in 

going to college? 
8. Do you have a timeline of activities or meetings that you offer as support? 

Individual or group? 
9. Do you think it’s important for someone to earn a college degree? Why or why 

not? 
10. Typically, how does a student in this district decide whether to go to college? 

a. How old are students when they first begin thinking about college? 
b. How old are students when the schools or counselors begin to share 

information about college? 
c. Does the district have a grade-level plan for discussing college with 

students? 
d. Does the school?  
e. What is your role in helping students decide whether or not to go to 

college?  
f. What is your role in helping students prepare for college? 
g. What is your role in helping students apply to college? 
h. What is your role in helping students decide which college to attend? 
i. How do you interact with parents regarding college information and 

decisions? 
j. How much of your role is determined by the district, the school, 

yourself? 
11. Questions about sharing information with students and parents 

a. Do you give presentations or hold any events through the year related 
to college? 

b. Who is the audience for these presentations?  
c. Are they open to all? To certain grades?  
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d. How do students find out about these events?  
e. Can you walk me through those presentations? 
f. Are there other ways you share information with students and parents 

about college? What are those ways? Can you show me?  
g. How do you counsel freshmen with college aspirations? What about 

sophomores? Juniors? Seniors? 
h. Are there outside organizations that help you counsel students about 

college? If so, can you list those for me?  
i. When is your next college counseling session, either individual or 

group? May I come observe that session? 
12. What other offices, departments, or individuals in the school help you counsel 

students about college? 
13. Can I get your background information? 

a. What are your qualifications and degrees? 
b. How many years have you been counseling? 
c. How many years have you been counseling at this school? 
d. Where are you originally from? If not from Kentucky, how long have 

you lived here? 
14. Questions about individual students’ college choice process (if confidentiality 

allows). 
a. I’m not sure if you are able to share some of the following information 

with me, so if any questions violate student-counselor confidentiality, 
please let me know and we’ll talk about something else. 

i. Did you counsel Name of Student about college? 
ii. Was your counseling session(s) typical of what you described 

earlier? 
iii. Did you interact with students’ parents? 
iv. What do you think influenced this student’s decision to go to 

college? To the particular college he/she selected? 
b. If counselor cannot share specific details, I will ask the topics in a 

general way. 
i. How often do you interact with parents about college 

counseling? 
ii. What influences most students’ decisions to go to college? 

15. Is there anything else that is important about college counseling at this school 
that I haven’t asked you about? 
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Appendix G: Influential Individual Interview Protocol 

1. Introductions 
2. Review of Consent/Permission to audio record 
3. So Student’s Name has decided to go to college at Name of College. Tell me 

how that all happened, from your point of view. 
4. What do you think your role is in helping a student (or friend, or employee, 

etc.) get to college? Were you able to do these any of these things? 
5. Did you have conversations with Name of Student about college? If so, what 

did you talk about? 
6. Was your interaction with Name of Student typical of your interaction with 

other students/friends/employees? If yes, how so? 
7. Do you agree with Name of Student’s decision to go to college? Why or why 

not?  
8. Do you think it is important for someone to earn a college degree? Why or why 

not? 
9. Did you ever have the experience of making the decision to go to college? 

What influenced your own decision to go or not to go to college? 
10. Is there anything else that is important about this student going to college that I 

haven’t asked about? 
11. If I realized I missed something, can I call you to talk about that? 



 

 170 
 

Appendix H: Counseling Materials 
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