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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 
 

Understanding College Preparedness in California’s Central Valley High School Students 

 

 

 
 

by 
 
 
 

Stephanie Hartfield 
 

Doctor of Education 
 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2021 
 

Professor Mark P. Hansen, Co-Chair 
 

Professor Patricia M. McDonough, Co-Chair 
 

 

This study sought to understand the college preparedness of high school students, and 

specifically prospective first-generation students, in one high school district in California’s 

Central Valley, as well as these students’ access to college preparatory resources the role of a 

high school counselor in the college preparation process. The sample consisted of 490 high 

school students and 21 high school counselors from the same district. I used both questionnaires 

and interviews to capture the perspectives of students and the staff members who work closely 

with the students on college preparation processes. I compared data across these mixed methods 

in order to identify strategies that work for both the students and counselors during their college 

preparation process. My findings of the surveys from both the students and high school 
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counselors, as well as the individual interviews with the high school counselors, reiterate what 

previous literature has taught us: equity matters. Unequal resources result in unequal access to 

college. Along these lines, the vast majority of students do intend to go to college, and yet, “most 

do not feel adequately prepared.” This number is more worrisome in first-generation students as 

counselors shared their biggest challenges with supporting this group of students is finding time 

to work with students on college preparedness. The perceived barriers related to college 

preparedness stemmed from the following themes: lack of exposure to college information 

earlier in high school, lack of parental involvement, a need for additional outreach to families, 

and the necessity of support from high school counselors. My findings suggest a call for 

restructuring the college preparation model within the school district and providing resources to 

better support both the students and counselors.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 According to a Public Policy Institute of California report, the Golden State educates 

more than six million students annually through its K-12 public school system (Warren, Gao, 

Hill, & LaFortune, 2020). In 2018, more than 61 percent of California students were deemed 

socioeconomically disadvantaged (CDE, 2018). The largest ethnic demographic enrolled in 

California’s public K-12 education system is the Latinx population at about 54 percent. Students 

in high school (grades 9-12) count for approximately 1.9 million of the six million students 

enrolled in California’s public education system. Within the high school student population, 

roughly 44.1 percent were placed in the “prepared” level for college and career readiness (CDE, 

2019).  

With a college degree increasingly becoming a condition for finding employment in 

California, it is crucial that all students, especially those from disadvantaged socioeconomic 

backgrounds, are given the resources and opportunities to prepare for and attend college while 

also securing a more stable economic future. Education attainment plays a significant role in 

California’s future because the economic workforce relies on increasing baccalaureate holders to 

meet the workforce demand over the next few years. Specifically, increasing college 

preparedness and college access for high school students from Central Valley regions of 

California, especially regions that are struggling most with college knowledge and college 

preparedness programs, can help meet the demands of the state and improve college-going rates 

throughout underperforming counties.  

Statement of the Problem 

There are many benefits from obtaining a college education, such as earning higher 

incomes, better health, and civic engagement (Brock, 2010). In addition, college graduates have 
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better prospects in the labor market than those who do not pursue higher education (Brock, 

2010).  College participation is a valuable investment for society as a whole and a potentially 

more considerable investment for an individual, especially those who are the first in their 

families to graduate from college. However, although there have been many programs 

implemented to promote college success, “college enrollment and completion rates remain 

stratified by socioeconomic status” (Titus, 2006). An investment in education can lead to 

improving other areas of society, such as a reduction in crime, better public health, and greater 

political engagement (Mitra, 2011).  

According to a Public Policy Institute of California report, there is an unmet workforce 

demand for individuals with a college education (Johnson, Bohn, & Cuellar Mejia, 2019). 

Specifically focusing on the state of California, the workforce is projected to fall short of 1.5 

million college degree holders by 2025 if the workforce trend were to remain the same over the 

next few years (Bohn, 2014). In 2019, 36% of people ages 25 and older earned a bachelor’s 

degree in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). The Public Policy Institute of California 

projects that only 30% of California 9th graders will earn a bachelor’s degree if the state 

continues with its current high school and college completion (Johnson, 2017).  A statewide 

increase in people obtaining baccalaureate degrees can open many doors, and even though there 

has been an increase in college participation, there is still much work to be done to increase 

college access and meet the demand of needed baccalaureate degree holders (1.5 million) 

required in the workforce (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).  

A majority of California’s current workforce has some education beyond high school. In 

addition, between 1973 and 2008, jobs in the U.S. economy that required a postsecondary 

education significantly increased from 28% to 59% (Carneval, Smith & Strohl, 2010). Although 
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there have been improvements in college readiness across California, one particular region in 

California that could use additional guidance and support is the Central Valley.  

The Central Valley in California comprises 19 counties (Butte, Colusa, Glenn, Fresno, 

Kern, Kings, Madera, Merced, Placer, San Joaquin, Sacramento, Shasta, Solano, Stanislaus, 

Sutter, Tehama, Tulare, Yuba, and Yolo). It represents over 40% of California’s population. The 

Central Valley comprises a mix of rural and non-rural areas, and the population has high levels 

of Hispanic migrant farm workers and English learners. Since 2002, the Central Valley has 

nearly doubled in size compared to the rest of California. In addition, the region has some of the 

highest poverty rates in the state, with approximately 18% of children eligible for government 

assistance programs and roughly 50% of students enrolled in government lunch programs 

(Danenberg, Jepsen, & Cerdan, 2002). College preparedness has been increasing within the 

Central Valley, but eligibility (A-G college requirements) levels have shown very little growth. 

At one school district, the California UC/CSU A-G eligibility rates slightly increased from 

38.6% in 2016-17 to 40.3% in 2018-19 (Education Data Partnership, 2020).  

The Central Valley should be an area researchers focus more heavily on, as students in 

the Central Valley may encounter access and academic barriers to higher education that are 

different from those faced by students in other parts of the state, such as limited access to college 

counselors and limited exposure to college resources (Ardoin, 2017). These factors are essential 

to consider when examining college-going rates as they could potentially impact a student’s 

college preparedness journey. Despite the region being one of the fastest-growing areas, the 

public schools in high-poverty areas have lower high school graduation rates than the rest of the 

state (Danenberg et al., 2002).  In 2017-2018 the average college-going rate in the Central Valley 
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for all 19 counties was 60.7%, while the overall state’s college-going rate was 64.4% (California 

Department of Education, 2018). 

This study will specifically look at the college preparedness and access concerns of one 

of Kern County’s school districts to identify college-going resources that might be more 

successful toward increasing college-going rates. The Winston Union High School District 

(WUHSD) 1 in Kern County serves over 40,000 students from different sociodemographic 

backgrounds. Within Kern County, this school district has seen increased college-going rates 

over the years compared to other school districts in the county. However, despite a slightly 

higher college-going rate than other school districts in Kern County, WUHSD falls short of the 

state average in sending students off to college.  

Kern County is notable in its consistently low numbers of college attendees and graduates 

within the Central Valley itself. This county had the lowest college-going rate out of all 19 

counties that make up the Central Valley. In 2017-2018, Kern County’s college-going rate was 

47.8%; in comparison, Placer County’s rate was 75.1%, the highest-rated among Central Valley 

counties (Department of Education, 2018). There is room for improvement in college 

preparedness in the Central Valley, especially within specific demographic populations such as 

first-generation students. Closing the achievement gap will require increases in college 

preparedness, eligibility, and access. 

  

 
1 Winston Union High School District (WUHSD) is a pseudonym for the high school district.  
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Definition of Terms 

In this section, I define some key terms that I’ll use throughout this report. 

Central Valley, California: Any of the following 19 counties: Butte, Colusa, Glenn, Fresno, Kern 

(site selection), Kings, Madera, Merced, Placer, San Joaquin, Sacramento, Shasta, 

Solano, Stanislaus, Sutter, Tehama, Tulare, Yuba, and Yolo. 

College-Going Culture: A place where the environment, attitudes, and practices in schools and 

communities encourage students and families to obtain information, tools, and 

perspectives to enhance access to and success in post-secondary education. 

College-Going Resources: Programs, courses, college counseling and other assistance provided 

to help students successfully prepare for college-level coursework.  

College Preparation: College preparation can be defined as the level of preparation a student 

needs to enroll and succeed—without remediation—in a credit-bearing general education 

course at a postsecondary institution that offers a baccalaureate degree or transfers to a 

baccalaureate program. 

Cultural Capital: (Bourdieu, 1986). The distinctions that develop between individuals and 

groups due to differences in access to education, family background, occupation, and 

wealth, giving these individuals and groups advantages and serving as a signifier of an 

individual’s status within a group or society. 

Prospective First-Generation: Student whose natural or adoptive parents did not receive a 

baccalaureate degree from any postsecondary school in the United States. The term 

“prospective” is used because a student is currently in high school.  
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Research Questions 

 My study aims to address the gaps in knowledge regarding college preparedness among 

California’s Central Valley students, particularly among prospective first-generation students. It 

seeks to investigate how and why students do – or do not – aspire to pursue postsecondary 

education by examining factors related to student backgrounds and school characteristics. 

Therefore, the research questions of my dissertation study follow two significant lines of 

investigation: one set of questions examines student characteristics and their influence on 

college-based decision-making, and the other examines the strategies implemented by high 

school counselors and resources made available by the high schools. This study aims to address 

the following research questions: 

1. What are the college intentions of high school students in WUHSD, and to what extent do 

these intentions differ according to student characteristics? 

2. To what extent do students at each high school access college-going resources, and to 

what extent does the utilization of college-going resources differ according to student 

characteristics? 

3. What do counselors perceive their role to be in the college-going process? 

4. In what ways can schools more effectively promote college access for students in general 

and first-generation students in particular? 

Significance of Study 

The importance of this study is related to college preparedness and college attainment, 

particularly for prospective first-generation students. Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, and Terenzini 

(2004) define a first-generation student as one whose parent(s) did not obtain an education past 

high school. Many first-generation students, moreover, come from low and middle-income 
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families. In addition to the challenges first-generation students face when attempting to get into 

college, extensive research also demonstrates that these students struggle to transition to a four-

year university due to outside factors such as social, economic, and academic struggles (Gibbons 

& Borders, 2010).  

 According to an analysis of the National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS: 88), 

students from first-generation backgrounds less often attend and complete postsecondary 

education (Choy, 2011). In addition, students from first-generation families enrolled in college 

within two years of earning their high school diploma at lower rates (59%) than high school 

graduates from non-first-generation families (93%) (Hudley, Moschetti, Gonzalez, Cho, Barry, 

& Kelly, 2009). The disparities are even greater in academic performance. For example, only 

19% of first-generation students placed in the top quartile of applicants to four-year colleges 

compared to non-first-generation students (56%) in 2004. Conversely, 46% of first-generation 

students were ranked in the bottom quartile of college applicants (Berkner & Choy, 2008).  

This research study partially focuses on the identity of first-generation students and the 

association of the college-going resources available and utilized at a high school site. The 

significance of the study can be helpful for California’s educational landscape for years to come. 

These significant contributions range from 1) identifying college-going resources that may assist 

first-generation students 2) understanding how first-generation students from the Central Valley 

can achieve equitable college-based opportunities, 3) ensuring a well-prepared, well-trained 

workforce available for California's economy. California is already projected to fall short by 

approximately 1.5 million baccalaureate holders needed by 2025 (Bohn, Mejia, & Johnson, 

2015). Therefore, the findings produced from this study will add to the limited literature on 

college preparedness/college attainment specifically tied to California’s Central Valley but also 
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help generate policy recommendations for K-12 systems throughout the Central Valley. Policy 

recommendations focused on improving college resources, college access, dual enrollment 

curriculum, and K-16 partnerships are unlikely to be effective in addressing barriers if the 

barriers are not yet known or well-understood. In addition, the findings from this study can 

support more scholarly work in this subfield and place a focus on the underlying issues of why 

students from this area are not matriculating to college as frequently as surrounding regions 

throughout California. 

Theoretical Framework 

 To better understand how a student’s characteristic(s) may impact college intention and 

the use of college-going resources while in high school, this study will use Bourdieu’s theoretical 

construct, cultural capital, as the analytic lens. Cultural capital has been studied for decades and 

applied at the individual, group, and organizational levels. There are many theoretical 

perspectives and definitions for cultural capital theory (Bourdieu 1977a, 1977b; Bourdieu & 

Passeron 1977; DiMaggio, 1982; DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; Aschaffenburg & Mass, 1997; 

Grenfell & James, 1998; Lareau, 2001; Lareau & Weininger, 2003; Lee & Bowen, 2006; Dumais 

& Ward, 2009), but this study will focus on Bourdieu’s (1977a, 1977b) definition of cultural 

capital.  

The definitions of cultural capital will be explained in greater detail in Chapter Two. For 

the context of this study, the forms of cultural capital linked with high school students include 

the following: parent’s level of education, access to a high school counselor, college-going 

resources provided at the high schools, college preparation courses, family support, etc. Research 

states that people who have greater access to various forms of capital, including cultural capital, 

often reach higher educational achievements (Pishghadam & Zabihi, 2011). Different levels of 
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college preparation resources available to students across high school sites contribute to varying 

levels of cultural capital available in accessing college. In addition, different levels of cultural 

capital a student has inherited from family members, including parents, may also be at different 

levels, impacting how a student interacts with college-going resources at the high school or 

simply the interest of college in general. The existing cultural capital for high school students can 

be interpreted in many ways. Still, some examples of cultural capital that exists for a high school 

student can include things such as different types of curriculum, receiving help on homework 

from parents, receiving assistance at school with college applications, etc. (Lareau, 1987; Lee & 

Bowen, 2006; Dumais & Ward, 2010).  

Students have varying levels of cultural capital and different effects, depending on a 

student’s background, such as first-generation status. In general, the literature indicates that 

cultural capital is less common among first-generation students and students from lower-socio-

economic statuses (Dumais & Ward, 2010). This study will seek to understand if any student 

characteristics, such as first-generation status, impact a student’s college intention, and if so, 

what college-going resources could be utilized more to increase a student’s cultural capital to 

increase college-going rates in the school district.  

Summary and Overview of Dissertation 

This dissertation explores the college preparedness of high school students from one 

district within Central Valley, California, to identify factors and resources that could increase 

college-going rates in this region. This study focuses on the cultural influences that have helped 

students successfully prepare for college while in high school. My research questions provide 

guidelines for understanding what resources can help high school students, especially 

prospective first-generation students, prepare for college. In addition, it is essential to recognize 
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the characteristics and background of first-generation students in this particular region of the 

Central Valley to understand the college access barriers better and provide recommendations to 

help students overcome those barriers. Chapter Two explores the existing literature on college 

preparedness and college access and its impact on cultural capital, explicitly shedding light on 

the region that is the focus of this study, Kern County. A review of the theoretical concept 

shaping this study, cultural capital, is also explained. Finally, this chapter provides information 

on college resources and academic preparation resources for high school students in today’s K-

12 education world. The methodology of this study is explained in greater detail in Chapter 

Three and includes more information on the mixed-methods approach, the site and sample 

populations, and data analysis. In Chapter Four, I discuss the findings and results of the study 

and how the results are relevant to the literature. Finally, Chapter Five summarizes the research 

study, provides recommendations for future studies, and offers specific recommendations for 

major stakeholders, including school district administrators, high school counselors, and higher 

education partners. Policymakers and administrators could use the findings generated from this 

study to enhance college-readiness programs and make positive changes for the school district to 

improve outcomes for future generations. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I will discuss existing literature related to the guiding theory of cultural 

capital among students in high school and how this theory impacts college intention, college 

preparedness, and college access for high school students. With the foundational knowledge of 

cultural capital, I will transition to an overview of the factors affecting college participation, 

specifically for prospective first-generation students. The literature provides definitions of first-

generation status, college intention, and college-going resources. Chapter Two includes the 

following themes: cultural capital, college intention, college participation, college access, factors 

affecting college access, and first-generation status. Finally, I will discuss the gaps in the 

literature that this study seeks to address.  

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework utilized in this study is Bourdieu’s (1977a, 1977b) social 

reproduction theory, which includes cultural capital. Bourdieu recognizes three forms of cultural 

capital – the embodied state, objectified state, and institutionalized state – and acknowledges that 

educators and the education system tend to favor students who have inherited a sense of cultural 

capital through their families compared to less privileged students (DiMaggio, 1982). Therefore, 

it can be assumed that students with less cultural capital have additional barriers that could 

potentially result in unequal access to college resources (Lareau, 2001; Lee & Bowen, 2006; 

McDonough, 1997). Although the number of first-generation students matriculating to college 

have improved over the years, only one in five first-generation students is academically “talented 

and competitive to attend a 4-year institution” (Hudley et al., 2009). This section will delve 

deeper into the elements to explain how the amount of cultural capital a high school student 
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obtains could potentially impact how students view their college options if any, and the access 

they have to college preparation resources.  

Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital Concept 

To begin, different versions of cultural capital exist throughout the literature (Bourdieu 

1977a, 1977b; Bourdieu & Passeron 1977; DiMaggio, 1982; DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; 

Aschaffenburg & Mass, 1997; Grenfell & James, 1998; Lareau, 2001; Lareau & Weininger, 

2003; Lee & Bowen, 2006; Dumais & Ward, 2010), but for this study, I will focus on the 

foundational work of Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977a, 1977b) concept and its application to the 

educational landscape, as well as how the theory and research inform the current study. I will 

also build upon other researchers' interpretations of the theory, as more recent studies have 

provided additional layers to the theory. Bourdieu identified the concept of capitals by 

introducing economic, cultural, social, symbolic, and academic capital, describing these various 

forms of capital as: 

Economic capital, which is immediately and directly convertible into money and may be 

institutionalized in the form of property rights; cultural capital, which is convertible, on 

certain conditions, into economic capital and may be institutionalized in the form of 

educational qualifications; social capital made up of social obligations, which is 

convertible, in certain conditions, into economic capital and may be institutionalized in 

the form of a title of nobility (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 47).  

Cultural capital is further defined as “a person’s education (knowledge and intellectual skills) 

that provides an advantage in achieving a higher social status in society” (Bourdieu, 1986, pg. 

23). Specifically, regarding education, cultural capital is the acquired “knowledge, language, and 

culture that privileged families transmit to their children, such as valuing a college education for 
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holistic development and economic security” (Ardoin, 2018; Archer, 2003a; MacLeod, 2009; 

McDonough, 1997). Bourdieu also stated that cultural capital is acquired over time, via the home 

environment and through parental investment in the “right” types of cultural activities (Bourdieu, 

1973). Bourdieu also argued that in addition to the home environment, the school environment 

can be a place where children acquire cultural capital. However, there may be varying aspects to 

the school environment, such as the student body, school climate, types of curriculum, 

geographic impact, etc. Cultural capital also exists in three forms: the embodied state, the 

objectified state, and the institutionalized state (Bourdieu, 1973): 

Embodied state: “External wealth converted into an integral part of the person.  

This can include mannerisms, accents, skills, essentially what we pick up in society 

around us” (pg. 18).   

Objectified state: In the form of cultural goods. Examples of this can include material 

possessions such as the car someone is driving, a house, instruments, books, etc. (pg. 17).  

Institutionalized state: Educational qualifications. Examples of this can include 

credentials or degrees earned through universities and colleges (pg. 17).  

Together, the three forms create an individual’s cultural capital. Figure 2.1 displays a model of 

cultural capital with the three forms.  
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Figure 2.1 
Cultural Capital Model With Three Forms 

 
Note. Adapted from Dhuinn (2018). 

 

In addition to these three forms of cultural capital, Bourdieu identifies habitus, which 

comes from the family and your social class (Bourdieu, 1984). It is important to note that habitus 

changes over time based on an individual’s “aspirations, perceptions, feelings, etc.” (Ardoin, 

2018). Theorists often focus on Bourdieu’s idea of the “feel for the game” concept, or habitus, as 

a disposition or matrix of understanding that guides the acquisition and deployment of one’s 

capitals. Habitus implies that students who possess more cultural capital or come from privileged 

backgrounds are more likely to be comfortable with the idea of going to college or even applying 

to colleges. Habitus is particularly important for this study as I will focus specifically on first-

generation students’ college intentions compared to non-first-generation students’ intentions.  

There are many notable studies of cultural capital from a series of authors 

(DiMaggio,1982; Kastillis & Rubinson,1990; De Graaf, 1986; Robinson and Garnier, 1985; 
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Dumais, 2002), and each one delves into different measurements of cultural capital (Lareau & 

Weininger, 2003). It should be noted that cultural capital has some limitations regarding how it is 

defined broadly, which leaves room for criticism and different understandings from researchers 

(Lamont & Lareau, 1988). However, with that being said, it can be agreed upon that “schools 

play a crucial and growing role in the transmission of advantage across generations” (Lareau & 

Weininger, 2003, p.568).  

Cultural capital can be explained in three stages from an educational perspective. The 

first stage is that parents have cultural capital. The second stage is the parents then spend time 

passing on that cultural capital to their children. The third stage is the children who have 

acquired cultural capital through their parents then utilize that knowledge for educational success 

(Jaeger, 2009). Students who do not have the relevant cultural capital depend on schools to 

transmit cultural capital. Bourdieu’s cultural capital can be used as a framework for exploring 

high school students’ college intention, preparation, and access to college resources as they 

embark on their educational journey through high school.  

Cultural Capital and College Access 

Existing literature about the connection of cultural capital and college access explains 

that cultural capital “plays a central role in the field of education and is the principal mechanism 

behind the reproduction of social inequality over time” (Bourdieu, 1977a, 1977b, 1984; Bourdieu 

& Passeron, 1990; Jeager, 2009). Cultural capital in this context refers to levels of college 

awareness and knowledge possessed by parents (Auerbach, 2004; McDonough, 1997); 

socioeconomic differences among school districts and family resources (Kao & Thompson, 

2003); and institutional agents of cultural capital, including counselors, teachers, peers, parents, 

siblings (Gonzalez, Stoner, & Jovel, 2003). Additionally, the amount of cultural capital a student 

possesses could potentially impact different outcomes post-college. Students who have inherited 
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cultural capital via their families most likely have higher chances of building on that capital to 

benefit themselves and their family members (Grenfell & James, 1998). However, with that 

being said, students who cannot acquire familial cultural capital, or have less cultural capital 

growing up, might face additional barriers to educational success, resulting in unequal access to 

college resources (Lareau, 2001; McDonough, 1997). In general, acquiring cultural capital could 

potentially help improve college-going rates, as well as improve college graduation rates. There 

are many benefits associated with college degrees, including enhanced job security, better access 

to healthcare, stronger families and communities (Jackson & Kurlaender, 2014), resulting in 

economic prosperity for the individual and society in general. 

A college degree has many benefits related to economic and social status. For example, in 

2008, bachelor degree holders who worked full-time had median earnings of $55,700 compared 

to individuals who only had a high school diploma and earned $21,900 (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 

2010). Students in high school gain cultural capital by being connected to a small group of 

people who have more power and capital. If students are well connected with friends, family 

members, and high school staff, encouraging them to prepare for college, their cultural capital 

has a high potential for growth.  

 It is essential to understand that cultural capital plays a significant role in how high 

school students obtain information about college resources and learn college knowledge. A high 

school student’s social network and use of that network impacts how prepared a high school 

student is for college. Essentially, the social connections high school students obtain, or not, 

could be used to enhance college access (Gonzalez, 2015).  

An example of a positive connection between cultural capital and college preparedness 

can be seen in a 2009 study about college freshmen’s perceptions of their high school 

experiences. The study found that supportive adults were crucial for students’ successful 
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transitions to college (Hudley et al., 2009). Hudley reports that students who had frequent 

interactions with teachers, counselors, and adults had strong relationships with their social 

(friends, roommates, classmates) and academic adjustments (Hudley et al., 2009). However, the 

report concluded that first-generation students spend the least amount of time with 

teachers/professors outside of class. They must receive preparation before college to establish 

and maintain strong relationships with college staff and professors (Hudley et al., 2009).  

How Cultural Capital Informs the Current Study  

Bourdieu’s cultural capital informs the way I shape my research project. In terms of 

navigating the college-going process, cultural capital can be a critical asset to have already 

acquired when a student enters high school. Significant disparities by background characteristics 

surface in overall college enrollment, and the type of institution a student selects (Kurlaender, 

Reed, Cohen, Naven, Martorell, & Carrell, 2018). Dumais and Ward (2010) explain that cultural 

capital is less common among students from lower-SES backgrounds and students who are the 

first to go off to college. This study focuses on the student’s background and cultural influences 

surrounding students from the Central Valley, helping identify what resources work best for 

students.  

This study seeks to examine the extent to which high schools provide college resources to 

students, when these resources are provided (e.g., freshman year versus junior year), and the 

college resources students are provided with (e.g., college field trips, dual enrollment, advanced 

coursework, counselor sessions, college fairs). My goal is to learn more about the influential 

factors students are exposed to when preparing for college. In addition, the findings from this 

study could potentially guide policymakers on how to best work with students from specific 

populations based on their cultural capital, or lack thereof.  
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College Access and College Intention 

 The transition from high school to college is a significant chapter in a student’s life, yet 

many young people find the journey challenging to access (Hudley, Moschetti, Gonzalez, Cho, 

Barry, & Kelly, 2009). The United States has been successful over the years in increasing college 

participation. While the numbers continue to rise, there remains a significant gap regarding who 

enrolls in post-secondary education and in what types of postsecondary institutions (Belasco, 

2013). Students from economically and socially disadvantaged households enroll in college, yet 

do so at less selective institutions where resources are scarce and graduation rates are low 

(Carnevale & Strohl 2010; Thomas & Perna, 2004). In addition, even when students matriculate 

directly into college after high school, they often arrive at college unprepared to do college-level 

work (Jackson & Kurlaender, 2014). Policymakers from postsecondary systems argue that high 

college remediation rates prove that high school districts are not adequately preparing students 

for college (Jackson & Kurlaender, 2014). Students from all backgrounds, including first-

generation, aspire to attend college and require adequate support to remove the barriers in their 

path (McDonough, 2004). Understanding factors affecting college participation paves the way 

for all students to gain college access and allows educators to better understand these barriers to 

postsecondary education.  
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Barriers to College Access 

Barriers to college access for high school students from a cultural capital point of view 

would include factors such as the size of a student’s network, the limited opportunities provided 

to them by their school district, the student’s knowledge of college distinctions and outcomes, 

the support from high school staff such as high school counselors, lack of access to resources or 

networks due to geographic location, or simply the low usage of any of the factors mentioned 

above (Gonzalez, 2015). College access and cultural capital are relevant to each other in many 

ways. For example, high school students from more affluent backgrounds can rely on family 

members and friends to help with the college navigation process. In comparison, students from 

low-socioeconomic backgrounds or first-generation backgrounds do not have the same structure 

or support in their personal lives. In addition, socially disadvantaged students may have fewer 

role models, fewer mentors, receive information about applying to college differently, if at all, or 

be exposed to college preparation too late in their high school years (Betz, 2007). The limited 

exposure is a barrier for first-generation students, potentially influencing the college choices they 

make moving forward (College Now Greater Cleveland, LLC, 2016). Students across the Central 

Valley in lower-socioeconomic homes are less likely to have a support system to carry them 

through the college-going process of navigating college preparation programs, taking advanced 

coursework in high school, exploring college options, applying for financial aid, and completing 

college applications.  

Numerous studies show that students from specific backgrounds, such as those who are 

first-generation and from low socioeconomic households, are often the students who struggle the 

most in accessing college (ACT, 2004; Choy, 2001; Haycock & Huang, 2001; Martinez & 

Klopott, 2005; Noeth & Wimberly, 2002; Reid & Moore, 2008; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 
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2001). For example, first-generation students request additional help in applying for financial aid 

(Choy, 2001). First-generation students were also less likely to take college entrance exams and 

were likely to have lower scores than their non-first-generation peers (Warburton, Bugarin, & 

Nunez, 2001). In addition, prospective first-generation students often do not receive college 

planning information in a timely manner or might not take the necessary coursework needed for 

eligibility (McDonough, 1997). Students from underrepresented backgrounds are also less likely 

to understand the preparation required to meet the educational demands of college (Noeth & 

Wimberly, 2002).  

In addition to the barriers listed above, a form of cultural capital that could potentially 

serve as another barrier to college access is known as “shadow capital,” a concept used to 

describe when students are provided allusions or “false promises” as they prepare for college 

(Cipollone & Stich, 2017). Shadow capital is defined as:  

A distinct form of cultural capital that outwardly resembles yet contains only traces of 

dominant cultural capital, thus failing to yield the same kind of exchange value in the 

postsecondary marketplace (Cipollone & Stich, 2017, p. 333).  

Essentially, students can have the highest aspirations to attend college, attend college preparatory 

programs, and expose themselves to types of capital that may help them get to college, but these 

alone cannot produce the outcomes they desire, therefore becoming a barrier to college. Instead, 

what strongly influences a students’ transition to college is based on curriculum, college-

planning resources, and staff who can assist college plans (McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 

2002). A strong college-going culture at the school focuses on more important factors, such as 

enrolling in rigorous academic curriculum, therefore providing students with tangible resources 

to matriculate directly to college (Cipollone & Stich, 2017). Shadow capital stems from cultural 

capital and is a barrier that schools can sometimes unintentionally create. Therefore, it is 
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important to acknowledge the barrier in this study to bring awareness to the issue and understand 

the impact it can have on a student’s college preparedness journey.    

The challenges affecting high school students from participating in college ranges from 

lack of academic resources, a need for financial aid, access, and lack of college preparedness. 

We also know there are underlying, additional issues that affect students from moving past high 

school, including coming from a low socioeconomic background, living in a single-parent 

household, changing schools two or more times, or having grades lower than a C between sixth 

and eighth grades (Horn, 1997). In addition to these factors that influence college participation, 

there are also cultural challenges (e.g., bridging cultures, family dynamics) for students of color 

and first-generation students to successfully navigate through the college pipeline (Welton & 

Martinez, 2013). K-12 education policymakers and stakeholders must be prepared to provide the 

growing student population, especially students from historically low under-represented groups 

in higher education, with strategic resources and ample opportunities to matriculate from high 

school to college successfully. Differing types and quantities of cultural capital can be seen as a 

barrier for students of particular backgrounds, such as first-generation students; therefore, 

incorporating cultural capital analysis into the study will be crucial in helping identify additional 

factors students from the sample site utilized to support their college intentions, as well as gain 

access to their college pathways. 

First-Generation Students 

As previously shared, there is a great source of literature related to first-generation 

students and their educational journeys. This section will identify a few more factors related to 

first-generation status and their college preparedness and access endeavor.  

The research linked with college intention and first-generation status is also connected to 

cultural capital, emphasizing the importance of variables such as family support (parents, 
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siblings), peers, and school personnel (Hudley et al., 2009). For example, because first-

generation students do not have parents who graduated from college, they may be likely to have 

fewer resources and networks to consult when planning for college (Gonzales, 2015). Because a 

first-generation student might potentially not have family members to turn to for college 

questions, they will have to rely on their high school resources and high school staff members to 

gain college knowledge and resources.  

First-generation students have reported spending less time speaking with teachers and 

high school counselors in high school compared to their non-first-generation peers (Terenzini, 

Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996). They have also spent less time discussing their 

educational aspirations with college counselors or teachers than their peers with college-educated 

parents (Horn & Bobbitt, 2000; McDonough, Korn, & Yamasaki, 1997). Research indicates that 

parents have played an influential role in promoting students’ college-going pathways (Gándara, 

1995, 2002; Gándara & Bial, 1999; McDonough, 1997; McDonough et al., 2000; Perez, 1999). 

Families without college knowledge may not have the tools to help navigate the pathway for 

their students and are instead a support system, encouraging the student in their college journey 

(Clark, 1983; Gándara, 1995).  

In addition, there is an informational gap, and barrier, for students from lower 

socioeconomic (SES) families that can include families with immigrant parents, families who are 

not fluent in English or are undocumented. (McClafferty, McDonough, & Fann, 2001). A survey 

of 50 California college access and parent involvement programs indicated that these programs 

were the primary source of information related to college resources (McDonough et al., 2000). 

However, while these programs have been successful, it is only helpful if students and their 



 
 

23 

families have access to these resources early in their high school careers to make a more 

considerable difference.  

As described in earlier literature (McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2004, 2006), access to 

college information is closely tied to the socioeconomic environment, and low-SES students are 

unlikely to have ample access to individuals in their homes or communities who can accurately 

decode college knowledge and promote college attainment. Due to this barrier, low-SES 

students, and first-generation students, must depend on their cultural and social capital provided 

by high school sites and high school counselors for college support (Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 

2003). High school counselors have navigated college preparedness and college attainment by 

assisting students in their academic preparation (Brown and Trusty, 2005); guiding the college 

application process (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, Holcomb-McCoy, 2011); and pursuing 

a college mission throughout high school (McDonough, 2005).  

The National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) reported that the national student-

to-counselor ratio was 457:1 (Belasco, 2013). However, this average does not speak to the full 

range, which can exceed 1000:1. In addition, high school counselors spend most of their time 

addressing additional needs of students not related to college counseling (Venezia and Kirst, 

2005). McDonough (2005) estimated the average high school counselor spends “only 38 minutes 

per year” with an individual student related to college information. For students who identify as 

first-generation, this often results in an access barrier to college attainment as first-generation 

students are likely to have a limited supply of cultural capital during high school. Narrowing the 

college access gap requires understanding how and why first-generation students go about 

college preparedness in high school and what factors influence their decision-making for college 

pathways.  



 
 

24 

College Participation Efforts 

 Over the years, K-12 systems have poured millions of dollars into college readiness 

programs for high school students focused on college exposure and readiness, such as 

Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) and GEAR-UP (Watt, Huerta, & Lozano, 

2007). High school college-readiness programs or interventions are generally grouped into four 

components: habits of mind, academic behaviors, academic knowledge, and contextual skills 

(Wiley, Wyatt, & Camara, 2011). Some school districts have also increased curricula such as 

Advanced Placement (AP) and International Baccalaureate (IB) for students to become 

academically prepared for college rigor and be competitive applicants in the college application 

process (Montell, 2020). Some high school counselors attend college admission information 

sessions and collaborate with college admission recruiters to become more familiar with the 

college admission process and assist their students in the college application process. A more 

recent trend has come from higher education partnerships with the local community colleges in 

creating dual enrollment programs (Rodriguez & Gao, 2021). In 2016, the California State 

Legislature enacted Assembly Bill 288, the College and Career Pathways Partnerships Act, to 

specifically work on creating or building dual enrollment programs with school districts 

(Kurlaender, Reed, Grosz, Mathias, & Hughes, 2021). AB 288 provides pathways for students, 

particularly from underrepresented communities, and more opportunities to participate in 

structured dual enrollment programs (Kurlaender et al., 2021).  

According to the California Department of Education, the number of public school 

children attending schools in the Central Valley increased to over 1.4 million in the 2019-2020 

academic year. Despite the growth in population across the Central Valley, college attendance is 

lower than in any other part of the state. The Central Valley has dismal numbers compared to 

other counties in most areas, including, but not limited to first-time four-year college enrollment, 
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transfer rates to private institutions and the University of California (UC) system, and lower 

graduation rates (Danenberg et al., 2002). School districts have attempted and implemented 

many programs to improve college attainment, but many students can still not participate in 

college. More research is needed so that efforts like those described above can be more effective. 

The need for all the strategies mentioned is critical for a region like Central Valley, specifically 

Kern County, struggling the most out of all Central Valley counties in college-going rates. 

The literature explains that college preparation programs, like the ones mentioned above, 

are beneficial to students from first-generation backgrounds because they provide the social 

strategies and academic skills needed for the transition to college (Saunders & Serna, 2004). 

According to a 2017-2018 report by the U.S. Department of Education on Four-Year Adjusted 

Graduation Rates, the school district participating in the study was just slightly ahead of the 

statewide graduation rate of 87.2%.  

But high school graduation does not always mean a student is college-ready. For 

example, for students to be eligible for admission to the University of California (UC) and 

California State University (CSU) systems, students must complete a series of high school 

courses called “A-G courses.” These requirements are minimum requirements for students, and 

often the UC and CSU schools encourage taking more than the minimum requirement. In 

particular, WUHSD saw a slight increase in students completing A-G requirements for the past 

few years. In 2016-2017, 38.1% of graduates from the school district met the UC/CSU A-G 

course requirements. By 2019-2020, over 40.0% of graduates from the school district met the 

UC/CSU A-G course requirements.  

With graduation rates decreasing or remaining steady, and the A-G course requirements 

slowly inching toward higher percentages, this area should be reviewed to fill the achievement 

gap of students going off to college immediately after high school. To increase the enrollment of 



 
 

26 

college students, it is essential to examine the college preparedness in high school students from 

the Central Valley, and Kern County specifically, to uncover any educational barriers that may 

prevent students from partaking in college participation after high school graduation. I will 

examine which of these components are being implemented at 15+ comprehensive WUHSD 

schools and how students and counselors perceive the helpfulness of these interventions. 

Summary 

 When understanding college preparedness and access, the cultural capital that high school 

students possess or acquire is a factor to consider during secondary education. Various elements 

of cultural capital can positively influence a student during their time in high school. While in 

high school, the cultural capital one obtains can help a student matriculate directly and 

successfully to college. In addition, the existing literature on the significance of a college degree 

and how it relates to the economic workforce (Johnson, Bohn, & Cueullar Mejia, 2017, 2019; 

Brundage, 2017; Monk-Turner, 2003) has proven that there is a positive correlation between 

people who obtain a bachelor’s degree and economic advancement. Despite the amount of 

literature on college preparedness, the cultural capital obtained by high school students, and the 

background of first-generation students, as seen throughout this literature review, there is still 

much more to be learned.  

According to the findings from the literature, the background of first-generation students 

can impact a student’s decision to attend college. In addition, how prepared a student is from 

high school can also affect a student’s choice or eligibility to attend college. Furthermore, first-

generation students who attempt to explore college options may not be adequately prepared with 

the proper tools to navigate the process. With all this in mind, it is vital to understand how 

cultural capital impacts high school students, as preparing for college has many layers and 

outside factors, such as a student’s family structure, finances, and access, that can play a huge 
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role in where students attend college. In particular, this study hopes to narrow the gap in 

understanding how cultural capital among high school students and first-generation students 

specifically impacts their college pathways. In addition, the study can help identify root causes 

affecting low college-going rates among students from Central Valley, California.  

The literature explains how improving college participation by creating college readiness 

programs such as AVID or creating dual enrollment partnerships with local community colleges 

have helped increase college participation over the years. However, while these resources are 

highly effective, accessibility can play a crucial role in who receives these resources. To improve 

degree attainment to help the California economic workforce, we need to understand what 

resources high school districts are providing, or not, to students to prepare better and become 

eligible for successfully matriculating to college. My study will contribute to the gap in the 

literature related to high school students and their college preparedness from the perspective of 

one county within the Central Valley. The underlying issue of why Kern County continues to 

have low college-going rates is a question this research study will investigate. While the Central 

Valley has seen numbers rise regarding high school students enrolling in college (community 

college or four-year universities), there is still room for improvement for this region. 

Specifically, within the Central Valley, Kern County has room for improvement. A college 

attainment rate of 16% for a county that almost reaches one million people is a major red flag for 

not just the state of California but the entire country. 

To close this gap, there needs to be sufficient research conducted, starting with studying 

one county within the Central Valley, to understand what is being done to help students be 

prepared and eligible to apply to college. This research reviewed the data collected and analyzed 

related to college intention and college preparedness. More specifically, I identify college 

preparedness resources that are helping students in the Central Valley. By exploring the college 
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preparedness of high school students, specifically first-generation students, and examining the 

resources available to students from similar backgrounds, the results of the study will not only 

help Central Valley school districts rethink their approach to college preparedness but adds to the 

existing literature about college intention, college preparedness, college access, and contribute to 

the literature on the educational landscape of the Central Valley in California.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 A college degree can offer many opportunities for people, such as career mobility, 

financial comfort, and security. Specifically, in the state of California, there is a need for more 

and different baccalaureate and associate degree holders over the next few years due to changing 

workforce needs and meeting the demands of the diversity of the state (Public Policy Institute of 

California, 2015). Researchers should focus on providing solutions to improving college-going 

rates for high school students with these particular rates of participation.  

My goal for this study was to take a closer look at the college preparedness of prospective 

first-generation students currently attending one high school district in Kern County, California. I 

wanted to explore what college preparatory resources were accessible to students in this school 

district and hear from high school counselors about their experiences working with students to 

prepare for college pathways. For this study, I examined one of California’s Central Valley 

counties, Kern County. The site location is at one of California's largest high school districts, the 

Winston Union High School District (WUHSD). This study was conducted through a mixed-

methods approach where surveys and interviews were used to collect data for two critical 

populations needed to fully understand the college-going rates across the district and identify 

gaps for improvement related to college preparedness.  

This study aimed to address the following research topics related to (1) factors associated 

with a student’s college intention, including the impact of cultural capital (2) utilization of 

college-going resources from first-generation students (3) the role of a high school counselor in 

the college preparation process and (4) strategies to promote college access. 
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Research Design Overview and Rationale 

 The goal of this study was to explore and understand college preparedness in prospective 

first-generation students from the Winston Union High School District (WUHSD) and 

understand in what manner the high schools provide college-going resources, provide resources 

for first-generation students, the association with college intention and cultural capital, the 

impact of high school counselors in the college preparation process, and strategies that might be 

helpful for college access.   

This study used a mixed-methods approach to hear the voices of both high school 

students and high school counselors. According to Creswell (2018), mixed-methods research is 

“an approach to inquiry involving collecting both quantitative and qualitative data, integrating 

the two forms of data, and using distinct designs that may involve philosophical assumptions and 

theoretical frameworks” (p. 4). Using a mixed-methods approach instead of solely a quantitative 

or qualitative approach was necessary for this study to answer the multi-layered research 

questions related to college preparedness, access, first-generation background, and strategies that 

promote college access. A mixed-methods study compares the different perspectives drawn from 

qualitative (interviews) and quantitative (survey) data in the best way possible. 

The interview and survey data collection included both open-ended and closed-ended 

responses that helped answer the research questions. High school counselors answered a series of 

questions through a survey and via interviews related to their experience of assisting students 

navigating their way through the college-going process. The high school students responded to 

an online survey designed to highlight their college preparedness, college knowledge, and 

utilization of college-going resources. 
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I then merged the two sets of responses to show high school students' perspectives and 

their view of college preparedness compared to their high school counselors and their viewpoint 

on college preparedness in the students they counsel. The survey responses were summarized 

primarily quantitatively, followed by interviews that required qualitative data analysis and 

presentation method. 

Maxwell (2018) explains one of the characteristics of mixed-methods research includes 

two forms of data integrated into the design analysis used to bridge the two databases. With this 

in mind, the first step in my mixed-methods study was to distribute a web-based survey to 

hundreds of high school students across all grade levels (9th – 12th grades) at WUHSD. I 

conducted a separate analysis of students by grade levels to avoid confounding results. The goal 

for the student survey was to gather the perspectives of 9th – 12th grade students across multiple 

high school sites. A survey was the best method for collecting a more significant number of 

responses to primarily close-ended questions. The student survey was administered over 

approximately four weeks. While the survey was live, I concurrently surveyed 21 high school 

counselors. I also concurrently interviewed six (6) high school counselors. Holstein and Gubrium 

(1995) explain that interview-based studies allow individuals to reflect on meaningful 

experiences in an environment that will enable them to be socially relevant and reasonable. A 

partial interview-based study best answered the research questions related to high school 

counselor perspectives because an interview provided room for narratives and in-depth details 

that contributed to the existing literature related to college counseling, college preparedness, and 

the impact a high school counselor has on first-generation students. 
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Site Selection 

 The study was conducted at Winston Union High School District (WUHSD), a 

comprehensive high school district located in Kern County, California. It should be noted that 

this is a pseudonym for the actual school site utilized. Only the comprehensive school sites 

within the district were invited to participate in this study. Continuation school sites were not 

included due to the small number of students and the possible breach of confidentiality of the 

student’s identity. The college-going rate is low in Kern County, roughly 47% compared to 

California’s 64% (California Department of Education, 2018). On average, there are 

approximately 8,000 seniors who graduate from this district each year, yet less than half of them 

continue to postsecondary education. In addition, this school district includes three high school 

sites in rural areas and consists of a high percentage of students from lower-income households. 

The remaining 15+ high schools are located in non-rural locations. WUHSD is a large school 

district that can send many more high school students directly to college.  

This site is essential because while the WUHSD has seen some growth over the past 

decade related to college admission requirements achieved, the number falls short compared to 

the rest of the state. For example, students take high school courses required for admission to the 

University of California or California State University called the A-G requirements. WUHSD A-

G completion rate was as low as 38.6% in 2017-2018, with only a slight improvement the 

following year, at 40.3% in 2018-2019 (Education Data Partnership, 2018). The statewide 

average A-G completion rate was 48.4% in 2018-2019 (California Department of Education, 

2019).  

Meanwhile, there have been increases in WUHSD suspensions, including categories of 

drugs, violence with injury, and weapons. Suspensions on account of drugs jumped by over 
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1,000 cases in a timeframe of four years, violence with injury increased by roughly 150 cases in 

over three years, and weapons rose by 50 student suspensions in three years as well (Education 

Data Partnership, 2018). It is important to note that while these increases are alarming, it is not 

very much different for other school sites in the region. Despite these numbers, some optimistic 

news is that the district administrators have worked diligently over the last few years to lower 

these numbers and focus on how to help students do better in school.  

Finally, some additional characteristics of the site is that more than 70.0% of students in 

the district qualify for free and reduced-price meals, more than 7.0% identify as English learners, 

and chronic absenteeism was over 13.0%.   

The entire region of Central Valley, California, has often been excluded from the 

literature related to college preparedness and has also been historically ignored regarding its 

educational landscape. Selecting this site allowed me to examine a school site similar to other 

school sites in the region.  

Population and Sampling Plan 

My study examined students and counselors within the WUHSD. The sampling approach 

for students stemmed from the Central Valley (purposive selection), currently enrolled with the 

WUHSD. Students were invited as participants per the approval of the high school principal for 

each school site. For high school counselors, the sampling approach stemmed from the Central 

Valley (purposive selection), who identified as counselors working at WUHSD. I considered the 

population to be limited to students and counselors in the Central Valley. The first population, 

high school students, was part of a district with over 40,000 students enrolled across 15+ 

comprehensive school sites in 2019-2020 (California Department of Education, 2020). All 

students from high school sites where the principal approved the study received the student 
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survey. I conducted data analysis from the survey results to identify and compare prospective 

first-generation and non-first-generation student responses. The themed categorizing process was 

a component of my analysis that answered the second research question related to first-

generation college preparedness factors. Based on data from the local colleges, I focused on 

prospective first-generation students because the Kern County student population is 

predominantly made up of first-generation families. In 2018, the local community college district 

accounted for 56% of its student population identifying as first-generation (Kern Community 

College District, 2018). Approximately 70% of students identified as first-generation students 

(Cal State University, 2018). Although I hope to learn about potential first-generation students, I 

also collected data from a group not limited to potential first-generation students. Students from 

WUHSD make up the most prominent feeder to both local college institutions in the area. To 

provide ample recommendations to the school district, it will be helpful to have 

representativeness from a diverse group of students; therefore, the sample population included as 

many students as possible from WUHSD.  

 The second population for my study was the high school counselors from WUHSD. 

According to the school district data based on 2017-2018, there were approximately over 120 

pupil services staff. Pupil services staff includes counselors, nurses, psychologists, librarians, 

social workers, etc. (California Department of Education, 2018). Due to the size of WUHSD, I 

focused on interviewing one – two high school counselors for each of the 15+ comprehensive 

high school sites within the school district. An introduction survey was emailed to principals 

across the district, asking for participation, and from that email, the principals then forwarded the 

information to their high school counselors. Participation was voluntary. Unfortunately, I did not 

receive approval from every high school principal; therefore, I could not interview at least one 
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counselor per school site. Instead, I was able to gather six interviews from three high school 

sites.  

Access 

 To reach the high school students and counselors at the district, I reached out to the 

WUHSD Institutional Review Board (IRB). I provided a copy of the student and counselor 

surveys, along with the study approval from the UCLA IRB. WUHSD IRB approved the study 

on the basis that I had to receive permission from each high school principal to participate. After 

WUHSD IRB approved the study, I was instructed to only reach out to the principals and wait 

for them to forward my surveys to their students and counselors. I was not allowed to contact 

high school counselors or students directly, which greatly impacted my recruitment efforts 

throughout the data collection. High school counselors who provided their email addresses in the 

survey were then contacted for a 1:1 interview.  

Data Collection 

To address all research questions for this study, there were two methods of data 

collection: a survey and individual interviews. 

Student Survey 

  Students were invited to participate in an online survey via Qualtrics and answer 

questions about their college preparedness while attending high school. A draft of the survey 

instrument is provided in Appendix A. The survey included 26 closed-ended questions and one 

open-ended question. Before the official survey was emailed, I conducted pilot surveys and 

interviews to fine-tune my questions and hone the accuracy of my targeted line of inquiry. The 

questions addressed topics mirrored from Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) College Choice Model 

related to college preparedness, college decision-making factors, college resources, high school 
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rigor, and cultural influence. The one open-ended question allowed for greater detail about 

students’ academic circumstances and situations during high school. The survey length was 

estimated to take no more than twelve minutes for participants to complete. The survey was 

initially open for approximately two to three weeks but was extended an additional week due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Participation was voluntary, but teachers could incentivize students 

via extra credit, participation points, etc.  

High School Counselors 

I conducted a survey and individual interviews with high school counselors to address the 

additional research question focused on WUHSD’s high school counselors and their role in the 

college-going process. Upon receiving approval from WUHSD’s IRB committee, I waited for 

high school principals to agree for their school site to participate and pass my survey along to the 

high school counselors.  

This survey was the first way to connect with a more significant number of counselors 

and select interviewees in a way that would span a range of characteristics I thought were 

important. I then scheduled Zoom interviews to last approximately 30 minutes with six (6) high 

school counselors. A draft of the interview protocol is provided in Appendix B. There was a total 

of five (5) interview questions, and all questions were open-ended to allow the participants to go 

into greater depth and detail about their experiences working at their respective schools. 

Questions for the high school counselors addressed topics related to college resources provided 

by the school sites, the role and impact they play in first-generation students’ college options, 

and challenges perceived in first-generation students regarding college preparedness. I recorded 

all interviews with Zoom’s recording feature and reviewed the transcripts via OtterAI in greater 

detail. I then uploaded the transcripts to MaxQDA. The interview responses were used to answer 
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Research Question Three. All interviews were conducted online via Zoom and were individual 

interviews. In addition to recording the interviews, I kept a journal throughout the interview and 

took copious notes. All survey participants received a $15 e-gift card from either Starbucks or 

Amazon. In addition, all interviewees received an additional $15 e-gift card.  

The Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic and Data Collection 

 The COVID-19 pandemic affected many people and disrupted a collection of research 

studies across academia. The COVID-19 pandemic impacted this research study in various ways, 

both in the researcher and study participants. Collecting data amid a global pandemic had its 

challenges and caused me to pivot a few times as a researcher, especially during the data 

collection.  

 Initially, I intended to visit the high school campuses and work with each school site 

individually to collect data. This plan changed when the pandemic hit, causing schools to close 

for 12-18 months. I was then forced to move everything online, from communicating to the high 

school principals to interviewing school counselors via Zoom. The most challenging process of 

collecting data during the pandemic was recruiting participants to participate in a study. The 

population had always intended to be both students and high school counselors and interview 

both populations; however, due to the difficulty of receiving approval for the student 

participation, I moved forward with only interviewing the high school counselors. While there 

were a few more barriers to obtaining authorization to survey the high school students, I 

successfully created a parent consent form and included this extra layer of communication in the 

study. Unfortunately, my study was approved around the same time the school district 

announced their return to in-person instruction; therefore, it was not a priority for many high 

school principals as they worked tirelessly to transition their schools to in-person instruction. 
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Still, I was fortunate to have six high school principals take time to review my email and forward 

the surveys to their students and counselors.  

 Conducting research during a pandemic was very challenging. Regarding participant 

responses, I believe the pandemic affected the students mentally and physically on various 

scales, such as online fatigue, a struggle to stay focused, lack of motivation, and possibly outside 

responsibilities they would have otherwise not have had if they were in person at school. Still, I 

received 524 responses from students, of which 490 were complete and could be used for the 

study. Due to limited participation, this study is meant to be exploratory.  

Data Analysis Methods 

 To analyze the mixed-methods data gathered from the study, I coded themes from both 

surveys and high school counselor interviews.  

Analysis of Student Surveys 

The student survey was created through Qualtrics, a survey software, and the data was 

analyzed in Microsoft Excel, MaxQDA, and the statistics software, JASP. Upon closing the 

student survey and collecting all responses, I disaggregated the data by looking at each set of 

questions' means and frequency counts. I categorized student data through codes based on the 

theoretical framework of cultural capital. In addition, survey responses were also organized by 

first-generation and non-first-generation responses to understand the former group’s perspectives 

of the school district. Themes such as influential factors within cultural capital, college 

preparation programs, first-generation status, and college intention were color-coded to show any 

differences or patterns in the responses. The open-ended responses were also categorized by 

themes related to resources the students would like to see the district provide and 
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recommendations of resources/information students would like to see more of/less from the 

district. 

Analysis of High School Counselor Interviews  

 All six interviews were recorded via Zoom Video Conferencing, and I also took notes 

throughout every interview. Upon completing the interviews, I transcribed the individual 

interviews via a transcribing site to ensure all recordings were accurately transcribed. According 

to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), it is recommended to extract the data as soon as possible instead 

of losing the opportunity to gather more reliable data. Therefore, I transcribed and coded the 

transcripts immediately after each interview was recorded, all the while identifying additional 

themes as new interviews were completed. I then coded the transcripts for similar themes, 

particularly looking at topics related to college preparedness and the role and impact a high 

school counselor plays in a student’s college trajectory. These themes were organized by 

categorizing interview responses in Microsoft Excel first, then MaxQDA, and used a color-

coding system based on emerging patterns, similarities, and evolving topics. I continued this 

process with each interview from every targeted high school site. These interviews were 

important ways to gather opinions and beliefs from those instructing/guiding the students so that 

they can be compared with the responses from the student survey to find any parallels or 

divergence. For example, suppose seniors claimed that they utilized teachers more during the 

college application process and high school counselors say they primarily worked with seniors 

throughout the college application process. In that case, there is a disconnect in how one 

population views the other related to influence and support, which helps answer the research 

question related to resources provided by the district. Each survey question was designed to 

answer the research questions in the study.   
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Role Management 

I have a personal connection with the Winston Union High School District, as this is the 

school district I graduated from many years ago. Kern County is my home county, and my entire 

K-12 education was through Kern County public schools. I have positioned myself as a graduate 

of WUHSD and a UCLA graduate student when speaking with the IRB committee and 

superintendent of the school district. To collect data for my study, I utilized these identities to 

better connect with the populations. I believe that my role as a community member carried more 

weight throughout the initial process of introductions with the high school principals. I also think 

my role as a UCLA graduate student encouraged students to be more open to participating in the 

survey. I emphasized that the data captured will be utilized to create recommendations for the 

school district.  

Ethical Considerations 

 The primary ethical consideration for this study was to ensure the confidentiality of the 

individual participants throughout the interview process. It was critical they maintain their 

privacy, especially counselors who chose to participate so that their responses did not affect their 

employment conditions in any capacity. Due to this ethical concern, I used pseudonyms for all 

participants and schools when reporting study results. To address any hesitation or fear from the 

participants, I provided a detailed letter to all interviewees that explained my interviewing 

techniques and how I planned to utilize their interview data in my study. Students were required 

to get consent from their parents/guardians before participating in the survey, and high school 

counselors were forwarded the survey link from their high school principal. All recordings and 

transcripts of interviews were safely saved on a flash drive and personal Google drive that is 

password protected. I heavily emphasized how I would protect participants' privacy, such as not 
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identifying individual participants or schools when sharing my study results. Finally, to keep the 

anonymity of all school sites, the targeted high school district has been renamed to the Winston 

Union High School District. 

Credibility/Trustworthiness 

 The credibility and trustworthiness of this study were supported through many layers, 

such as triangulating data and member checking to ensure any personal biases toward the district 

were not evidenced, nor was the influence of school district administrators included in the high 

school counselor’s responses. As Maxwell (2013) explains in Qualitative Research Design, 

validity will solely depend on the relationship between the conclusions and reality.  

One possible threat to the validity of research findings based on qualitative methodology 

was the researcher’s potential bias. For example, a researcher with personal ties to a study site 

may carry bias that could weaken their credibility. As an individual who is native to Kern 

County and who also received my education from the school district targeted for study, I could 

potentially have carried a bias that threatened the credibility of this study. My personal college 

preparedness journey was not strategically planned, nor did I feel I had the support of my high 

school counselor. However, I had a great deal of support from a select few of my high school 

teachers. I watched many of my peers at the time also blindly navigate the college-going process, 

and many did not continue their educational journeys past high school. My struggle with the lack 

of college preparedness I faced while in high school and watching family members and friends 

also struggle with this process ultimately led me to conduct this study.  

My biases could have potentially negatively affected how I speak about my personal 

experiences during the interviews with the high school counselors. Therefore, I avoided speaking 

with the interviewees about my personal experience as a student at WUHSD. My biases toward 
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the type of support I received (or didn’t) could have been shown in how I phrase questions in the 

student survey. If this were to happen, I would have obtained skewed data due to being overly 

familiar with my research subjects, resulting in less-than-critical data. 

To ensure I avoided all biases, I employed triangulation. Triangulation was the best 

method for strengthening the trustworthiness of my study because it confirmed that the study was 

providing multiple voices of both current students and high school counselors from the district 

with whom I have no personal connection, unlike if I were to interview my former teachers or 

survey my peers from my time in high school. To minimize my potential biases, I triangulated 

across data sources by speaking with two different populations: Winston Union High School 

District students and Winston Union High School District counselors. A survey with a large 

sample population ultimately provided themes and trends from students currently attending the 

district. The interviews provided narratives from counselors who are counseling today’s 

generation of students and providing them with college resources that may not have been around 

when I was a student. These steps mitigated my biases and ensured that my narrative was not 

influenced by one group or the other. Another measure to fully ensure my bias did not play a role 

in my study was that I selected three peers with expertise in my research subjects to review my 

study design, collected data, and final report of findings; these peers possess knowledge in 

college access, K-12 education, and research methods, and their feedback ensured credibility of 

my study. As a final measure to ensure bias does not play a role in my study, I also worked 

closely with my Co-Chairs and committee members for guidance and support.  

Another potential threat to the validity of a study was collecting insufficient evidence. To 

minimize concern for this particular threat, I again used triangulation across my methods. I 

collected survey responses from current WUHSD students and compared them to the interview 
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responses I received from WUHSD school counselors. Triangulating both data sources and 

methods helped minimize concerns and allowed the readers to understand the Winston Union 

High School District better. In addition, I also piloted the survey to a handful of students and 

piloted the interview questions to my colleagues to gather reactions and feedback to enhance the 

questions. Following the survey and interviews in the final study, I incorporated member 

checking to help improve the accuracy of the study.  

Study Limitations 

Limitations Related to the Sample 

Although the goal was to capture multiple perspectives across the Winston Union High 

School District, the final data collected included some limitations of the sample population. 

Students from any one particular high school could have a higher representation in the student 

survey, or have zero representation, therefore leading to an inaccurate and even misleading 

narrative on behalf of WUHSD students. Students could also choose not to participate, rendering 

my sample population less representative of the entire school district. Also, while I am interested 

in the factors that support college-going cultures, another limitation is that I only surveyed 

current students from the high school district versus surveying/interviewing graduates from the 

district who have successfully matriculated to college. I did not follow the students over a long 

period of time.  

An assumption in this study was that participants (both high school students and 

counselors) might not respond to the questions to both the survey and interview carefully or with 

complete honesty. Another assumption in this study was that high school students would be open 

to completing an online survey about their high school journey, especially amid a global 

pandemic. It is important to note that email might not be a method of distribution that reaches all 

students, therefore, causing a potential limitation. With this in mind, an assumption for this study 
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was that some students read the email and others did not. For this reason, I invited all grade 

levels (9th – 12th) to participate to increase the possibility of receiving a solid number of 

completed survey responses. 

Due to the nature of the topic, a delimitation of this study was there were a select number 

of variables to focus on (guided by prior research and the theoretical framework), such as student 

characteristics (first-generation status, gender, grade level, etc.) and school characteristics 

(college resources, curriculum, school environment, etc.). Still, there may have been factors 

influencing the results that were not considered. It is important to note that I did not incorporate 

all variables of college preparedness but instead focused on key variables related to the site and 

population. In addition, I did not explore comparisons across all California counties, nor did I 

compare school districts within the Central Valley due to limited accessibility of student contact 

information across the school districts. This study is limited to one public school district within 

the Central Valley, and therefore the findings will be very specific for school districts with 

similar characteristics. That being said, this school district has reported higher college-going 

rates than surrounding Kern County school districts. Therefore, the findings and 

recommendations from this research study could potentially be a guide not just for Kern County 

school districts but also for Central Valley school districts. Finally, the findings in this study did 

not provide solutions but rather recommendations for education policymakers to consider when 

evaluating college preparedness in students from this specific school district.  

Limitations Related to the Data Collection 

 The student survey resulted in a collection of responses from current high school students 

in the district. Yet, students may not have the most accurate recollection of their earlier high 

school years, so it is possible the data may be misleading. In addition, both students and 

counselors may not interpret questions in the same way and may not answer attentively 
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(particularly in the survey). Another possible limitation to my study was the instrument; a survey 

will capture trends from the student perspective but not explicitly go into the fine details of an 

individual’s backstory. The data may also be limited for some grade levels. In addition, it is 

possible I may have overlooked certain factors included in the survey that may lead a student to 

answer in a certain way. However, a survey was the best alternative to collect from a large 

population while also being in a pandemic due to timing limitations.  

Another major limitation to the study was the result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to 

physical distancing and school closures leading into the 2020-2021 academic school year and 

beyond, these factors may have contributed to skewed or inconsistent data such as not receiving 

completed surveys due to internet issues at home or students’ rethinking their college plans due 

to the uncertainty of COVID-19. These factors could result in misinterpretations of the data. Due 

to these concerns, the survey was sent to all principals for high schools to participate. The impact 

COVID-19 had on high school counselors and, specifically, high school seniors was bound to 

play a role in how they felt during their participation in the survey and interviews. Due to social 

distancing continuing into the 2020-2021 academic school year, all interviews took place online 

via Zoom Video Conferencing to be more convenient for the participants. All high school 

counselor interviews focused on experiences and resources provided by the school district prior 

to and currently during COVID-19. 

Limitations Related to Data Analyses 

 Interviews were recorded, but it was possible I may have interpreted interview responses 

differently than what the interviewee had intended. In addition, my coding of the qualitative data 

could be interpreted differently if another researcher was conducting this study and could draw 

different inferences. Because of these concerns, my data analysis included member checking. I 
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shared the preliminary findings of both interviews and survey responses with my research 

subjects to see if my interpretations/inferences made sense and were faithful to their 

perspectives. Specifically, I shared the results of the study after the survey closed, and the 

interviews concluded.   

Summary 

 This study used a mixed-methods design to explore college preparedness among 

prospective first-generation students from the Winston Union High School District in Kern 

County, within Central Valley, California. This study was designed to produce a holistic 

understanding of the college preparedness and college decision-making of WUHSD’s students 

during their high school years. This study also provided an overview of the role high school 

counselor’s play in prospective first-generation students’ decisions on college options. The 

narratives shared by current students from the Winston Union High School District and high 

school counselors provided in-depth insight. They can be a resource for future educators at this 

district for improving college preparedness and college attainment for prospective first-

generation students and the entire student population across the district.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

In this mixed-methods study, I explored high school students’ college intentions and 

access to college-going resources. I examined the associations of these variables with each other 

and with student characteristics, including first-generation status, race/ethnicity, gender, and 

grade level. In addition, I captured the perspectives of high school counselors to understand their 

role in the college-going process. 

In this chapter, I first describe the characteristics of the study participants—both students 

and counselors. I detail the school site, grade level, gender, race/ethnicity, and first-generation 

status for the student participant group. For the counselor participant group, I describe the school 

site, gender, race/ethnicity, education level, and years in current position. Next, I present an 

overview of the variables used in the data analyses. I then present the findings from both the 

student and counselor surveys for each research question. I organize the presentation of the 

findings by research question. 

Survey Participants 

Chapter Three provided a summary of publicly available demographic information about 

the students enrolled in WUHSD. In this chapter, I describe the characteristics of the study 

participants—both WUHSD students and counselors. A total of 490 students participated in the 

survey. In addition, 21 high school counselors participated in the survey, and six of these 

counselors participated in the interview. Out of the 15-20 school sites (exact number withheld to 

avoid identifying the district), six high school principals agreed to allow their students to 

participate in the study.  

The total number of participants invited to complete the student survey was 

approximately 14,282 students. Table 4.1 summarizes the number of participants and estimated 
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participation rates for the six participating schools. Across these schools, the overall participation 

rate was about 3.6%. It should be acknowledged that the participation rate was low across all 

school sites, which raises concerns about the representativeness of the participants. In addition, 

this sample only represented a subset of the school sites, and some subgroups within the study 

were over and under-represented. For example, there was an overrepresentation of students in 

grades 10 and 11 and an underrepresentation of grades 9 and 12. It should also be noted that I 

collected data during the COVID-19 pandemic, which I will explain in greater detail in Chapter 

Five. 

Table 4.1 
Student Participation Rates by Site  

School Site Number of Survey 
Participants 

Total 
Enrollment 

Approximate 
Participation 

Rate 
School #1 36 2,764 1.3% 
School #2 50 2,963 1.7% 
School #3 117 2,205 5.3% 
School #4 100 2,020 5.0% 
School #5 154 2,321 6.6% 
School #6 33 2,009 1.7% 

Total 490 14, 282 3.6% 
Notes: Total enrollment is based on 2020-2021 enrollment. California Department of Education. 
 

Despite the 3.6% participation rate, there was a sizable number of potential first-

generation students, representation across all grade levels (although not precisely in proportion), 

and several different school sites. Although this may not be the complete picture, the findings 

aligned with the existing literature on college preparation and first-generation characteristics 

(McDonough 1997; Ardoin, 2018). The results of this study can be used to design future research 

studies on college access in the Central Valley.  

Table 4.2 describes the demographic characteristics of student survey respondents. 

Demographics include grade level, first-generation status, gender, and race/ethnicity. 
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Table 4.2 
Demographic Characteristics of the Student Survey Respondents (n = 490) 
 n % 
Grade Level   

9 82 16.7 
10 170 34.7 
11 129 26.3 
12 109 22.2 

First-Generation Status   
Yes 172 35.1 
No 268 54.7 
Don't Know/Not Applicable 50 10.2 

Gender   
Female 318 64.9 
Male 124 25.3 
Transgender 5 1.0 
Cisgender 4 0.8 
Genderqueer 9 1.8 
Non-binary/third gender 16 3.3 
Other/Prefer to self-describe 7 1.4 
Prefer not to say 9 1.8 

Racial/Ethnic Identity   
American Indian or Alaska Native 15 3.1 
Asian 82 16.7 
Black or African American 33 6.7 
Hispanic, Latino/a/x, or of Spanish origin 212 43.3 
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 3 0.6 
White 208 42.4 
Prefer not to say 7 1.4 

Notes: Students had the option to select more than one racial/ethnic identity.  

 
In terms of demographics, over a third of the students in the sample were in 10th grade 

(34.7%). Meanwhile, 26.3% were in the 11th grade, 22.2% were in 12th grade, and 16.7% were in 

9th grade. First-generation status information was collected, and 54.7% of students who 

participated in the study identified as non-first-generation. In comparison, 35.1% of students in 

the study identified as first-generation, and 10.2% did not know if they were first-generation or 

indicated the question was not applicable. Students who identified as female represented 64.9% 
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of the sample compared to 25.3% of students who identified as male. Finally, 79.0% of students 

in the district are Latinx, compared to 43.3% of students in the study. The second highest 

racial/ethnic group were White students, at 42.4%.  

Table 4.3 shows, for each school site, the number of counselors who participated in the 

study, the number of counselors who were invited to participate, and the participation rate. Table 

4.4 describes the demographic characteristics of counselor survey respondents.  

Table 4.3 
Counselor Participation Rates by Site 

School Site Number of Survey 
Participants Total Counselors Participation  

Rate 

High School #1 3 9 33.3% 

High School #2 0 7 0.0% 

High School #3 1 5 20.0% 

High School #4 0 7 0.0% 

High School #5 4 5 80.0% 

High School #6 3 6 50.0% 

High School #7 1 7 14.3% 

High School #8 1 6 16.7% 

High School #9 1 6 16.7% 

High School #10 7 7 100% 

Total 21 65 41.2% 

Note: Student surveys were not collected from schools #7-10, and counselor surveys were not collected from 
schools #2 and #4. 
 

Table 4.4 
Demographic Characteristics of the Counselor Survey Respondents (n = 21) 

 n % 

Years In Position   

Less than 1 year 2 9.5 
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1-5 years 10 47.6 

6-10 years 3 14.3 

11-15 years 3 14.3 

16+ years 3 14.3 

Highest Degree Earned   

A.A./A.S. 3 14.3 

B.A./B.S. 5 23.8 

M.S./M.A./M.Ed. 13 61.9 

Gender   

Female 14 66.7 

Male 6 28.6 

Prefer not to say 1 4.8 

Racial/Ethnic Identity   

Hispanic, Latino/a/x, or of Spanish origin 12 57.1 

White 9 42.9 

Notes: Counselors had the option to select more than one racial/ethnic identity.  

 

Interview Participants 

 Counselors who completed the counselor survey were asked if they would be willing to 

participate in the 1:1 interview. There were six counselors who expressed interest and all six 

were given an interview. Table 4.5 provides a breakdown of participants based on demographic 

characteristics such as school site, years in the position, and previous experience. In total, six 

high school counselors participated in the individual interviews across three high school sites.  

Table 4.5  
Number of Interview Participants (n = 6)  

High School Site Years as High School 
Counselor Teacher In the Past? 

High School Site #5 2 Yes 
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High School Site #5 8 No 

High School Site #5 3 No 

High School Site #9 6 Yes 

High School Site #9 1 Yes 

High School Site #10 5 Yes 

Note: Student surveys were not collected from high school site #5.  

Findings Related to Research Questions 

In this next section, I present the findings for each research question. Results from the 

student survey address the first two research questions. Then, the analysis of the counselor 

interviews and open-ended responses from the student survey answer research questions three 

and four.  

Research Question #1: What are the college intentions of high school students in WUHSD, 

and to what extent do these intentions differ according to student characteristics? 

Concerning Research Question One, I found that approximately three out of four 

students, or 76.0%, in the sample of the participants reported that they “definitely” intended to go 

to college, and about 14.0% stated they would “probably” go to college. Altogether, 90.0% of the 

participant pool said they wanted to go to college in the future. The high aspirations within this 

group of students are similar to national trends over the years. According to the National 

Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88), over 90% of students across the eighth 

grade stated they intended to go to college after high school.  I used logistic regression analysis 

to examine whether intention to go to college was predicted by various student characteristics: 

first-generation status, gender, grade level, and support system. The results are shown in Table 

4.6. 
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Table 4.6 
Logistic Regression of Student Characteristics and College Intention  

 

 Est SE Odds 
Ratio 

z Wald Test  95% C.I.  
Statistic df p Lower 

Bound 
Upper 
Bound 

 

(Intercept)  -1.572  1.494  0.208  -1.052  1.106  1  .293   -4.501  1.357  
 

Unknown  -0.966  0.498  0.380  -1.942  3.772  1  .052   -1.942  0.009  
 

First-Gen  -0.022  0.337  0.978  -0.065  0.004  1  .948   -0.683  0.639  
 

Gender – Male  -1.176  0.334  0.309  -3.525  12.429  1  <.001   -1.830  -0.522  
 

Gender – Other  -0.992  0.431  0.371  -2.301  5.295  1  .021   -1.837  -0.147  
 

10th Grade  -0.313  0.457  0.731  -0.685  0.469  1  .494   -1.208  0.583  
 

11th Grade  -0.135  0.465  0.874  -0.290  0.084  1  .772   -1.046  0.776  
 

12th Grade  0.272  0.509  1.312  0.534  0.285  1  .594   -0.726  1.270  
 

Academic Ready  0.327  0.209  1.387  1.569  2.461  1  .117   -0.082  0.737   
Parent Support  0.577  0.242  1.781  2.387  5.698  1  .017   0.103  1.051   
Friends Going to College  0.561  0.231  1.752  2.432  5.915  1  .015   0.109  1.013   
Responsibilities preventing college  -0.342  0.219  0.710  -1.563  2.443  1  .118   -0.771  0.087   
Financial Aid Concerns  0.389  0.192  1.475  2.022  4.088  1  .043   0.012  0.766   
College is too far away  0.660  0.195  1.934  3.377  11.401  1  <.001   0.277  1.043   
Not sure if belongs in college  -1.276  0.201  0.279  -6.358  40.427  1  <.001   -1.669  -0.882   
Unsure of how to apply to colleges  0.051  0.191  1.052  0.265  0.070  1  .791   -0.324  0.426   
Note. Dependent variable is intention to go to college (1= “definitely yes”; 0=all other responses). Model 
summary: X2=182.553, df=428, p=<.001, Tjur R2=.504. 
 

In Table 4.6, college intention is the dependent variable. In the original survey, students 

had the option to select up to five responses (1=definitely no, 2=probably no, 3=maybe, 

4=probably yes, and 5=definitely yes) to the question related to college intention. I focused on 

the comparison of students who were “definitely” sure about going to college with all others. 

Therefore, college intention was recoded into two values, with students either definitely 

intending on going to college in the future or not. For the categorical independent variables in 

Table 4.6, I generally used the most frequent response category as the reference group. For the 

first-generation variable, the reference group was non-first-generation students. For gender, the 

reference group was female students. In addition, there were eight options for students to select 

when asked about gender, but I merged six of the gender options due to the small number of 
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responses gathered from the survey. “Gender – Other” includes the following terms: transgender, 

cisgender, genderqueer, nonbinary/third gender, other/prefer to self-describe, and prefer not to 

say. For grade level, the reference group was 9th graders.  

Regarding the student characteristic of first-generation status, there was not a significant 

association between non-first-generation students and first-generation students, controlling for 

the other variables in the model (b=-0.022, p=.948). It is not necessarily the case that first-

generation status isn’t associated with intention, this information simply means that there was not 

a significant association when accounting for other independent variables.  

Regarding the student characteristic of gender, responses were collapsed into three 

groups: female, male, and other. Female was the reference group in the analysis. Compared to 

female students, male students and those who were categorized as “other” were significantly less 

likely to report that they definitely intend on going to college (for male vs. female: b=-1.176, 

p<.001; for other vs. female: b=-0.992, p<.001).  

Regarding the student characteristic of grade level, categories were drawn into four 

groups: 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th. The reference group in the analysis was the 9th grade level. I did 

not observe statistically significant associations between student grade levels and college 

intentions, controlling for the other variables in the model (for 12th vs. 9th, p=.220; for 11th vs. 9th, 

p=.355; for 10th vs. 9th, p=.855).  

 Regarding the support system, there were eight independent variables where students 

were asked to indicate their level of agreement with a series of statements. In the student survey, 

these statements were answered on a Likert scale with four options (1=strongly disagree, 

2=disagree, 3=agree, and 4=strongly agree). The model includes responses from students who 

selected, “strongly agree.” The statements included the following: feeling academically ready for 
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college, parents supporting college plans, friends planning on going to college, responsibilities at 

home that might stop them from going to college, worrying about being able to afford college, 

college being too far away from home, not sure if they feel like they belong in college, and not 

knowing how to apply to college. All these statements have some form of association with a 

student's characteristics in terms of their network (family, parents, friends), economic status, and 

access to information. 

Table 4.6 indicates that students who “strongly agreed” to the statement, “I feel 

academically prepared for college,” did not have any significant association with college 

intention (b=0.327, p=.117). However, having parent support for college plans (regardless of 

which plan) is significantly associated with college intention (b=0.577, p=.017). In addition, 

having friends who were planning on going to college was positively associated with college 

intention (b=0.561, p=.015). Students who stated they had responsibilities that prevented them 

from attending college had a negative association to college intention (b=-0.342, p=.118). 

Students who had financial aid concerns or worries had a positive association with college 

intention (b=0.389, p=.043). Students who stated college was too far away had an association to 

college intention (b=0.660, p<.001). Students who stated they were not sure they belonged in 

college also had an association with intending to go to college (b=-1.276, p<.001). Finally, 

students who were unsure of how to apply to colleges did not have a significant association with 

college intention (b=0.051, p=.791).  

As an additional insight regarding the association between college intention and first-

generation status, students were asked specifically about their plans during the year after 

graduating from high school in the student survey. Students were asked if they plan to attend a 

two-year college or four-year college, among other options. The two-year college and four-year 
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college options included examples of both public and private institutions. The survey question 

was optional and therefore some students did not answer the question. Table 4.7 provides the 

student responses below. 

Table 4.7 
College Plans for the Year After Graduating From High School 
 Definitely No 

 
Probably No 

 
Maybe 

 
Probably Yes 

 
Definitely Yes  Test of 

Association 
n % n % n % n % n % 𝑋!"#$%  p 

 I plan to attend a 2-year college. (n=370)    

First-Gen 18 10.8  21 12.6  59 35.3  36 21.6  33 19.8  10.733 .030 

Non-First-Gen 24 11.8  50 24.6  54 26.6  33 16.3  42 20.7  10.733 .030 

 I plan to attend a 4-year college/university. (n=440)    

First-Gen 7 3.6  16 8.3  25 13.0  48 24.9  97 50.3  12.997 .011 

Non-First-Gen 2 0.8  8 3.2  26 10.5  56 22.7  155 62.8  12.997 .011 

Notes: "First-Gen" group includes the “Not sure,” “N/A,” and “No” responses to the question about whether a parent or guardian 
graduated from college. 
 

In terms of the data provided in Table 4.7, non-first-generation students were more likely 

to want to attend a two-year college compared to first-generation students (p=.030). Overall, 

20.7% of non-first-generation students stated they “definitely” planned on attending a two-year 

college after graduating from high school compared to 19.8% of first-generation students. Non-

first-generation students were also more likely to want to attend a four-year college compared to 

first-generation students (p=.011). Overall, 62.8% of non-first-generation students stated they 

“definitely” planned on attending a four-year college after high school compared to 50.3% of 

first-generation students. The data provided above aligns with existing literature regarding first-

generation students and the structural barriers they often face on their path to college. A 2001 

NCES study found that 54.0% of first-generation students matriculated to college directly after 

high school compared to 82.0% of non-first-generation students (Choy, 2001). Data on how first-

generation and non-first-generation students prepare for college is provided in Research 

Question Two and will be further discussed in Chapter Five.  
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 Overall, most students at WUHSD who participated in the survey were planning on going 

to college in the future. A total of 90.0% of students stated they were planning on going to 

college, with over 76.0% of students saying they were definitely going to college in the future. 

There was a statistically significant association regarding college intention and the following 

student characteristics: gender and a student's network such as friends, family, and parent 

support. Students who identified as non-first-generation, female, and were in 10th or 12th grade 

were more likely to plan on going to college than any other group. 

Research Question #2: To what extent do students at each high school access college-going 

resources, and to what extent does the utilization of college-going resources differ 

according to student characteristics? 

Concerning Research Question Two, I asked about 15 college-going resources provided 

by each high school. While many resources can be identified as "college-going," the 15 variables 

in Table 4.8 are used for this study because these were resources the high school district 

currently provides to their students. Table 4.8 provides responses from students who said they 

had utilized the resources at their high school. An average of 26.3% of students participated in 

the 15 college-going resources, with a few resources showing higher frequency than others. 

Table 4.8 summarizes use across these resources, with the most utilized resources at the top of 

the list. The top five most utilized resources students had a usage rates between 34.4% - 56.2%. 

Enrollment in Honors courses and AP courses were the most utilized resources, with 56.2% of 

students enrolled in Honors courses and 54.6% enrolled in AP courses. Approximately 39.8% of 

students stated they had visited a counselor, which had the third-highest utilization rate, followed 

by participating in college tours (36.4%), and participating in test preparation such as SAT/ACT 

(34.4%). In addition, 31.8% stated they participated in dual enrollment with the local community 
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college; 26.0% of students stated they had visited the College and Career Center at their school; 

24.9% said they utilized Naviance, a website that helps with college planning, such as searching 

for colleges, career assessment tools, and connecting students with university recruiters; 21.3% 

of students stated they had attended a college fair in the past; 20.4% said they participated in 

outreach programs (including programs such as AVID, Gear Up, and TRIOs). Finally, the five 

least utilized resources by the students were attending financial aid workshops (14.2%), 

attending admission sessions (11.1%), meeting with a Guidance Technician (8.9%), dual 

enrollment with the local four-year college (8.9%), and receiving assistance on college essays 

(6.0%). Table 4.8 shows the rates of usage for the 15 college-going resources by high school site. 
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Table 4.8 
College-Going Resource Usage by High School Site (n = 490) 

Resource 
School #1 

(n=36) 
School #2 

(n=50) 
School #3 

(n=117) 
School #4 

(n=100) 
School #5 

(n=154) 
School #6 

(n=33) 
All Schools 

(n=490) 
n % n % n % n % n % n % n % 

Honors Courses 7 21.9 28 62.2 57 49.5 48 52.2 100 74.1 13 41.9 253 56.2 
AP Courses 8 0.3 24 53.3 61 53.1 44 47.8 96 71.1 13 41.9 246 54.6 
Counselor  13 40.6 35 77.8 26 22.6 34 36.9 53 39.3 18 58.1 179 39.8 
College Tours 9 28.2 17 37.8 42 36.5 39 42.4 42 31.1 15 48.4 164 36.4 
Test Prep 2 6.3 17 37.8 42 36.5 22 23.9 64 47.4 8 25.8 155 34.4 
Dual Enrollment-CCC 11 34.4 24 53.3 25 21.7 40 43.5 28 20.7 15 48.4 143 31.8 
College/Career Center  9 28.3 12 26.7 30 26.1 34 36.9 21 15.6 11 35.5 117 26.0 
Naviance 2 6.3 23 51.1 11 9.6 19 20.7 47 34.8 10 32.3 112 24.9 
College Fairs 6 18.7 18 40.0 24 20.9 4 4.3 36 26.7 8 25.8 96 21.3 
Outreach 2 6.3 10 22.2 21 18.3 30 32.6 16 11.8 13 41.9 92 20.4 
Fin Aid Workshop 1 3.2 9 20.0 10 8.7 11 11.9 25 18.5 8 25.8 64 14.2 
Admin Session 1 3.1 8 17.7 9 7.8 7 7.6 22 16.3 3 9.7 50 11.1 
Guidance Tech 1 3.2 10 22.2 10 8.7 8 8.7 4 2.9 7 22.6 40 8.9 
Dual Enrollment -CSU 0 0.0 13 28.9 7 6.1 12 13.0 7 5.2 1 3.2 40 8.9 
Essay Assistance 0 0.0 6 13.3 7 6.1 2 2.2 11 8.1 1 3.2 27 6.0 
Note: Participants had the option to select "Yes," "No," or "I don't know." The results above are based on the participants who 
responded "Yes" to the resource. 
 

Overall, there were many variations across schools in terms of specific resources. The top 

three highest frequencies across all college-going resources were Honors coursework enrollment 

(56.2%), AP coursework enrollment (54.6%), and utilizing a counselor (39.8%).  

The second part of Research Question Two focused the relationship between use of 

college-going resources and student characteristics. I focused here on students’ first-generation 

status, as I wanted to capture data on this population and the district does not currently collect 

information about first-generation status. Specifically, I wanted to see if there was a difference in 

the utilization of resources between first-generation students and non-first-generation students. 

Table 4.9 below provides an overview of the resources utilized by non-first-generation and first-

generation students in order of overall usage rate by college-going resources. 
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Table 4.9 
College-Going Resources and Usage by First-Generation Status (n = 450) 

Resources 
Non-First-Gen (n=245) First-Gen (n=205) All Students (n=450) Test of Association 

n % n % n % 𝑋!"#%%  p 
Honors Courses 162 66.1 91 44.4 253 56.2 21.579 <.001 
AP Courses 166 67.8 80 39.0 246 54.7 37.177 <.001 
Counselor  95 38.8 84 41.0 179 39.8 4.494 .106 
College Tours 93 38.0 71 34.6 164 36.4 1.161 .560 
Test Prep 108 44.1 47 23.0 155 34.4 24.135 <.001 
Dual Enrollment – CCC  78 31.8 65 31.7 143 31.8 1.196 .550 
College/Career Center  54 22.0 63 30.7 117 26.0 4.814 .090 
Naviance 69 28.2 43 21.0 112 24.9 4.263 .119 
College Fairs 60 24.5 36 17.6 96 21.3 11.442 .003 
Outreach 39 15.9 53 25.9 92 20.4 8.548 .014 
Fin Aid Workshop 29 11.8 35 17.1 64 14.2 2.516 .284 
Admin Session 30 12.2 20 9.8 50 11.1 2.102 .350 
Guidance Tech 25 10.2 15 7.3 40 8.9 4.807 .090 
Dual Enrollment – CSU  24 9.8 16 7.8 40 8.9 3.901 .142 
Essay Assistance 17 6.9 10 4.9 27 6.0 1.225 .542 
Notes: Variables are based on Yes/No responses. "First-Gen" group includes the "Not sure,” "N/A," and No responses to the 
question about whether a parent or guardian graduated from college. Resources are sorted based on the frequency of use across 
all students. Resources with a statistically significant difference (p<.05) in use among non-first-gen and first-gen students are 
shaded blue. 
 

For the second part of Research Question Two, I will identify significant differences 

across the first-generation and non-first-generation groups. There was a total of 5 of the 15 

resources that showed a significant difference (those with p<.05). 

Resources Utilized by Non-First-Generation Students  

I found that non-first-generation students utilized 11 out of the 15 college-going 

resources more than first-generation students and found significant differences across the two 

groups in some of these areas. In particular, the following 11 college-going resources were used 

more frequently by non-first-generation students: enrollment in Honors courses, enrollment in 

AP courses, participating in college tours, participating in test preparation programs, enrollment 

in dual enrollment with the community college, utilizing Naviance, attending college fairs, 

attending college admission sessions, dual enrollment with the local four-year university, and 
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receiving essay assistance on college application essays. In particular, the following showed a 

significant difference in usage from non-first-generation students: enrollment in Honors courses, 

enrollment in AP courses, participating in test preparation programs, participating in college 

fairs.  

Specifically, enrollment in Honors (66.1 %) and AP (67.8%) courses from non-first-

generation students showed a large difference in participation compared to first-generation 

students. In other words, students who identified as non-first-generation were more likely to 

participate in Honors and AP coursework compared to first-generation students. Non-first-

generation students utilized test preparation programs at a much larger rate than first-generation 

students, with a 21.1% difference between the two groups. Non-first-generation students were 

also slightly more likely to enroll in dual enrollment with a community college compared to first-

generation students, with a 0.1% difference. Finally, non-first-generation students were also 

more likely to attend college fairs (24.5%) compared to first-generation students (17.6%), with a 

6.9% difference. Three of the four college-going resources listed above were in the overall top 

five most utilized college-going resources by students in WUHSD.  

Resources Utilized by First-Generation Students  

Overall, there were 4 out of 15 resources that first-generation students were more likely 

to utilize compared to non-first-generation students. However, there was only one resource that 

showed a significant difference from first-generation students. The resource with a significant 

difference between first-generation and non-first-generation groups was participating in outreach 

programs (p=.014) such as AVID, Gear Up, etc. It appears that first-generation students were 

more likely to use college-going resources that focused on access to an individual who had 

information, compared to non-first-generation students who leaned more towards academic 
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college preparation. While there were additional resources that first-generation students utilized 

more than their non-first-generation peers, the significance was not large and therefore will be 

discussed in the next paragraph.  

Resources Utilized Not Statistically Significant  

Although there were many resources that had greater participation from one group versus 

the other group, these ten resources did not show a statistically significant difference between the 

two groups. The resources are utilizing a counselor, participating in college tours, participating in 

dual enrollment with the community college, visiting the college and career center, utilizing 

Naviance, attending financial aid workshops, attending college admission sessions, utilizing a 

guidance technician, participating in dual enrollment with the local university, and receiving 

assistance on college essay applications.  

Despite not showing a significant difference, it was still noteworthy to address the 

resources that non-first-generation and first-generation groups utilized more than the other. For 

example, non-first-generation students were more likely to participate in dual enrollment with 

the local four-year university by approximately 2.0%. Non-first-generation students also attended 

college admission sessions (12.2%) more than their first-generation peers (9.8%). Finally, non-

first-generation students were more likely to receive essay assistance on college application 

essays than their first-generation peers by roughly 2.0%. 

In terms of first-generation usage, first-generation students were more likely to utilize a 

counselor compared to their non-first-generation peers by 2.2%. First-generation students 

utilized the college and career center more than their non-first-generation peers by roughly 8.7%. 

Another resource that first-generation students utilized more than non-first-generation students 

were attending college financial aid workshops. According to Table 4.9, 17.1% of first-
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generation students stated they participated in financial aid workshops compared to 11.8% of 

non-first-generation students.  

Overall, the survey participants, specifically first-generation students, utilized one 

resource that showed a significant difference compared to their non-first-generation peers. The 

one resource was participating in outreach programs such as AVID, Gear Up, etc. However, it is 

also noteworthy that utilization of the resources listed in the survey is somewhat limited for all 

students, regardless of their first-generation status. In fact, out of the 15 resources listed in the 

survey, only two resources, participating in Honors courses and AP courses, were recorded as 

being utilized by a somewhat large group of students in the sample (over 50.0% participation 

rate). The highest frequency of usage from the resources listed above was AP/Honors enrollment 

and meeting with a counselor, which will be further elaborated from the counselor's perspective 

in the following research question. 

Research Question #3: What do counselors perceive their role to be in the college-going 

process? 

The findings for Research Question Three are based on the interviews I conducted with 

six counselors in the district. Although the counselors also participated in a survey, the survey 

was meant to primarily capture the characteristics of the counselors, the college-going resources 

provided by their high school, and questions about the amount of time spent on counseling 

students about college. From that survey, the counselors were then interviewed where they were 

asked a series of questions about their role in the college-going process, the access to college 

resources at their high school, and challenges they encounter when providing college-going 

resources to students in general and to first-generation students specifically. Table 4.10 provides 
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an overview of some of the examples of counselor comments that related to Research Question 

Three. 

Table 4.10 
Counselor Perceptions of Their Role in the College-Going Process (n = 6) 

 n % Examples of Counselor Responses 

Ensuring A-G College 
Requirements 

6 100.0 We go through the pathways, the career pathways, the 
college pathways, and we go over the A-G requirements. 

Serving as a 
Guide/Resource 

4 66.7 I believe our role is to inform and guide students in their 
gaining of that information that they would need to be 
able to make some of these decisions because many of 
our students don't know that they can even go to college, 
so it's really about informing and sharing information. 

Ensuring Grad 
Requirements 

4 66.7 A counselor's role is to get students matriculated to 
graduate. 

Serving as Guide for 
Parents 

3 50.0 It's important to educate my students, but equally 
important to educate parents. 

  

For Research Question Three, I asked counselors what they perceive their role to be in 

the college-going process. The open-ended question provided an opportunity for counselors to 

share, from their perspective, the many roles they play when working with students prepare for 

college pathways. I found that high school counselors perceived their primary role to be a source 

of information in the college-going process. In addition, some counselors perceived their role in 

the college-going process as guiding and informing students of their options to make decisions 

about their college pathways. They elaborated on how they were a guide and source of 

information through various examples. For example, all counselors stated that their main role 

was informing students about completing A-G college requirements and making sure students 

were on track to meet the A-G college requirements for the CSU/UC systems. The high school 

counselors prioritize the A-G requirements as these are the minimum requirements to be 

admitted into the CSU/UC systems.  
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The second most frequent theme (evident in comments by four of the six counselors) was 

serving as a guide and resource for students. Counselors stated that while they would like to meet 

with students more than they have, they cannot always meet with them on a 1:1 basis. Therefore, 

four counselors stated that their role in the college-going process was to serve as a guide and 

resource. The third most frequent theme (evident by four of the six counselors) also stated one of 

their main roles in the process was to first and foremost ensure students are on track to graduate 

from high school. Finally, the fourth theme that emerged from the counselor interviews was that 

counselors perceived their role to be serving as a guide to parents in the college-going process. 

Three out of six counselors, all from different school sites, mentioned parent outreach and acting 

as a guide for these parents as they navigate the college process. 

The counselors further elaborated on some of the themes mentioned above and provided 

some noteworthy feedback that emphasized the importance of their role in the college-going 

process. All counselors who participated in the interview shared that focusing on A-G 

requirements was a top priority when meeting with students and discussing their college plans. 

Specifically, some counselors stated the central theme in counseling meetings is to ensure 

students are meeting, or on track to meet, A-G requirements to graduate from high school. In two 

different school sites with lower college-going rates (under the district's 50.0% average), 

counselors shared that they provide incentives for students to meet A-G requirements. For 

example, at one high school, students who are on track to meet their A-G requirements as a 

freshman are invited to take a field trip to a nearby college campus and participate in a campus 

tour. Another counselor stated they work closely with the California Student Opportunity and 

Access Program (Cal-SOAP) to ensure their students are enrolled in classes and on track to 

satisfy high school requirements and A-G requirements for graduation. Cal-SOAP is a California 
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program administered by the California Student Aid Commission that helps with providing 

postsecondary education and financial aid information and resources. Cal-SOAP serves students 

from lower-income families, first-generation students, and areas or schools with low eligibility or 

college-going rates. WUHSD partners with Cal-SOAP, and there is at least one Cal-SOAP 

representative at every high school site in the district. Five out of the six counselors mentioned 

working with a Cal-SOAP representative at some point in their interviews. For example, one 

counselor said they have different groups of support on campus to help them when the college 

application process occurs every year. The counselors meet with students, the AVID teacher 

assists with college field trips, the English teachers assist counselors with college essay 

workshops, and Cal-SOAP representatives work with the counseling team to track which 

students are meeting A-G requirements, which students are not on track, which students 

submitted their financial aid application (FAFSA), etc.  

In addition to working with Cal-SOAP representatives, four of the six counselors stated 

they see themselves as a resource, or guide, for students and provide as much information to their 

students as possible. Similar to the quote in Table 4.10 about serving as a guide or resource, 

counselors shared that they "want to make sure [they] are putting [students] on the right track 

and providing access to additional [college] resources." According to the student survey, close to 

40.0% of students stated they had visited a counselor at their high school for college assistance. 

Counselors from one high school site provided their strategy and timeline of approaching 

students regarding college discussions. They start their college discussions as early as freshmen 

year and visit freshman classes, where they spend time introducing college concepts, resources, 

and navigation tools. They present a four-year plan concept during their freshmen year and work 

with their students every year on meeting A-G requirements and enrolling in coursework 
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dependent on their interests. It is important to note that this high school site has one of the 

highest college-going rates in the district, with over 60.0% of its students enrolling directly in 

college compared to the school district’s rate of 50.1%.  

The third theme that emerged from the counselor interviews was focused on the 

graduation requirements from WUHSD. Students need at least 220 units to graduate from 

WUHSD. Courses included core subjects such as English, Social Studies, Mathematics, Science, 

a Foreign Language, and Fine Arts. Ensuring a student is on track to graduate is required to be 

then qualified for college applications. One counselor stated that “it’s probably our first step. 

Okay, this is what you would need to do; this is where you’re currently at…we talk to them 

about their transcripts, we talk to them about their options based on where they’re at.” As 

mentioned earlier, students who were on track to graduate and meet A-G requirements were 

rewarded for their progress and were invited to participate in field trips to college campuses.  

Finally, three counselors described their role in the college-going process as serving as a 

guide for parents. The parent discussion occurred throughout all six interviews, but 50.0% of 

counselors specifically mentioned helping parents in the college-going process and serving as 

their main point of contact when asking questions about the college application process. One 

interviewee explained how counselors find themselves working with parents outside of the 

school campus. In this example, the counselor stated, "a parent reached out and didn't know the 

process, and so we did a presentation with students and their parents at their church." The 

counselor continued and stated, "with my communication to freshmen and freshman parents, I 

am constantly attaching documents about graduation requirements, A-G requirements, so it's 

really [about] giving them the tools and helping them navigate the system." Another counselor at 

a different high school site mentioned that parent contact is essential when working with students 
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during the college-going process. This counselor explained, "parent contact as much as I can, 

making sure we communicate by sending letters home, making phone calls, just making sure we 

speak to at least one family member about how the students are progressing, and just making 

sure that parents understand what that means." It should be noted that the three counselors who 

mentioned parent communication were each from three different school sites.  

Although counselors answered the question about their role in the college-going process, 

a separate reoccurring theme from all six counselors was the impact of COVID-19 this past 

academic year. All six counselors who were interviewed mentioned the impact COVID-19 had 

on their interactions with their students, stating that they prioritized graduation requirements 

much more this year as students were in distance learning and had other responsibilities in their 

homes. Furthermore, one counselor specifically pointed out that while she does focus on college 

preparation with her students, she found herself working on intervention issues and connecting 

students to additional resources on campus due to the impact of COVID-19.  

The third research question in this study focused on high school counselors and their 

perception of their role in the college-going process. The interview data highlighted some themes 

about their role in the college-going process. The four main themes the counselors touched upon 

when asked about their role in the college-going process were the following: working with 

students to verify they are on track to meeting A-G requirements, serving as a guide or resource 

for college information, checking student progress towards high school graduation, and 

informing parents of college information.  
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Research Question #4: In what ways can schools more effectively promote college access 

for students in general and first-generation students in particular? 

This section summarizes findings from the student responses to an open-ended survey 

question that asked students to share how their school could better support and prepare them 

when exploring college options. I present the themes/ideas concerning how schools can promote 

access in general and for first-generation students specifically. Of the 490 participants, 244 

students responded to the question, “What could your high school do better to prepare you and 

other students for college?” Seven themes were identified in their responses. Those themes are 

listed, with examples, in Table 4.11 below. 
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Table 4.11  
Student Responses From Open-Ended Survey Question (n = 244) 

Topic/Theme Example n % 
Counselor 
Support 

"I feel like my school counselors should try more to communicate with their students to ask 
about how far along their process is going for college. Most students might be shy and don't want 
to seem like a bother when they don't know what they are doing." 
 
"I would like counselors to reach out more to students starting from freshmen year. They could 
help by giving suggestions on what colleges may be the best fit for us individually and give a 
projection of the costs." 
 
"I would appreciate it if my high school could incorporate this sort of material into regular 
classes, with Counselors or with PowerPoint presentations. I just think that is better because a lot 
of students will not go out of their way to go and use recourses unless it's right in their faces.  

57 23.3 

College 
Preparation  

"I believe that my high school could plan more events and workshops (campus tours, guest 
speakers, etc.) introducing students to college life in order for us to become more involved in 
learning and grasping our plans." 
 
"I think it would be helpful for students at my high school to be exposed to more courses such as 
AVID to get college exposure." 
 
"Have one college day each semester, where each grade in high school is going at different times 
of the day, with many different college representatives that teach us about their college and how 
to enroll and a little bit on the different benefits kids will have going to their college, like specific 
programs and such."  

51 20.9 

College 
Exposure Earlier 
in High School 
  

"Have assemblies that talk about college for freshmen and sophomores so the students will be 
more prepared when they're juniors and seniors." 
 
"Prepare us earlier for college; college isn't discussed until we are already seniors in high school. 
I think it should be diving into way earlier. The program I used for my college process began the 
mid-sophomore year, and the senior year became a breeze to me; that is how high schools should 
do it, as well not put the weight on us last minute." 
 
"Having all grade levels participate when/if a college sends a team out to talk about college-
related subjects and future planning."  

33 13.5 

Communication "Our high school could try to reach out to students more when college workshops happen, and 
the counselors could try to reach out with the students a bit more, especially when it comes to the 
students' courses in high school that could prepare them for their college applications and even 
classes." 
 
"Our high school could try to reach out to the students more when college workshops happen, 
and the counselors could try to reach out with the students a bit more, especially when it comes 
to the students' courses in high school that could prepare them for their college applications and 
even classes." 
 
"Communicate before senior year. There were flyers and posted events, but I would feel more 
prepared if they had come to us and spoken about our options. I also think that if there were more 
counselors and more accessibility to counselors, students would be able to discuss college and 
concerns more. It's difficult to get an appointment when you share a counselor with half the 
school."  

24 9.8 
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Table 4.11 (continued) 
Student Responses From Open-Ended Survey Question (n = 244) 
Topic/Theme Example n % 
COVID Impact  "I don't know, maybe make the process more essential, but COVID really put a damper on any 

remaining potential I had of exploring my options." 
 
"I think having one on one meetings with us because, with Covid, kids haven't really had any 
communication with their counselors." 
 
"This very hard to say due to the effects of online learning. I get emails about college 
preparedness, but there's only so much an email can do." 

24 9.8 

College-Going 
Resources  

"Instead of strongly advertising specific colleges, they could focus on giving us the resources to 
find any college. It would be better to cultivate an understanding of what qualities in a college 
would make us happy so we can pick for ourselves, rather than touting the same titles known as 
good ones. They could also alter their angle a little and teach the specific payoffs of college 
(including the disadvantages, as well) instead of simply telling us that college is a good thing." 
 
"I believe that my high school could plan more events and workshops (campus tours, guest 
speakers, etc.) introducing students to college life for us to become more involved in learning 
and grasping our plans."  

19 7.8 

A-G College 
Requirements   

"Consider the A-G requirements more when scheduling classes. I was told that I was on track to 
fulfill the requirements when I was not, and I had to take an additional Fine Arts course." 
 
"Give students a better A-G plan in 9th grade." 
 
"Talk to us more about the college [A-G] requirements in freshmen year." 

15 6.1 

 

Themes/Ideas Concerning How Schools Can Promote Access  

 The students’ responses allow for a more in-depth analysis of some of the resources that 

appear to promote access and what work for students related to college preparedness and 

highlighted some areas of improvement. In looking at the data, the themes with the highest 

frequency raised from the student participants were more support from counselors (some 

students felt that they did not have enough interactions with their counselor), college preparation 

(providing steps on how to search for colleges, a timeline of when to start college prep work, 

providing more than one option on what types of college to apply to), earlier exposure to college 

information (allowing students in 9th and 10th grade to attend college events that are typically 

targeted for 11th and 12th grades), communication (promote resources more frequently), the 

impact of COVID-19 (remote learning made it difficult for some students to interact with 

counselors or attend virtual college events), college-going resources (providing more 
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opportunities for college events, college fairs, etc.), and A-G college requirements (explaining 

what these requirements are in greater detail). Below are some additional insights into each 

theme. 

In addition to the examples listed above about requesting additional counselor support, a 

handful of students expressed the need to spend more time with counselors when preparing for 

college: 

• I believe that counselors can actually take the time to visit [classes] and show us different 

things about college, because out of my three years in high school, not even one 

counselor or person has told me how to apply to a college. 

• More counselor visits in class time (so we actually take advantage of that time) to go over 

questions and essay tips and stats/probability for success in an increasingly capitalistic 

and competitive workplace. 

On the other hand, there were a few positive confirmations about counselor support, where 

students stated their school is doing a fine job of preparing them for college. One student shared 

the following statement: 

I don't think my school could do any better than they already do. The counselors and 

Career and College Center do an amazing job at making sure students receive all the 

information and help they need. 

College preparation was another theme that emerged from the student responses, with 20.9% of 

students expressing the need for additional college preparation materials. One student stated the 

following: 

While selecting colleges is done on an individual basis, I think that schools could help 

students by creating a website that entails the general process of applying to colleges and 
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provides several potential pathways for furthering education, particularly if financial 

issues or home responsibilities are a large concern. Highlighting extra-curriculars and 

providing a larger database of enrichment activities that students can begin in the former 

half of high school would also be helpful. 

In addition, one student who identified as first-generation in the survey stated the following, “to 

better prepare other students for college, my high school should continue showing college 

websites and give more opportunities to visit their campuses.” Another first-generation student 

provided the following statement regarding college preparation, “this very hard to say due to the 

effects of online learning, I get emails about college preparedness, but there's only so much an 

email can do.” The following statements are recommendations specifically from first-generation 

students on ways to improve college preparedness: 

• They could offer more classes/programs that help with educating students on how to get 

into college, or if the school already has a good number of these programs, they could 

encourage them more, so students know the importance. 

• Instead of just saying that they recommend doing this and that because it will help us 

with college, they should tell us what is very necessary, like how to apply for college, 

how to apply for a certain course/study, and how to check if we are qualified to study 

what we want or if we have to learn more about the field first. 

• To actually go full detail about college, how to apply, how to find a college choice, you 

know, actually tell kids how to go to college because they expect us to know what college 

to go but when in reality we don’t. 
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• Some classes should take time in talking about college courses for the subject they are 

currently teaching, maybe have days were it's just dedicated to what students should 

expect in college or how to do certain things that are needed for "surviving" college. 

 In total, there were over 100 responses to the open-ended question from students who 

identified as first-generation. The third highest frequency from the open-ended responses was 

regarding receiving college information earlier on in high school. In the open-ended responses, 

students explained their reasoning for wanting to receive information about college as early as 

freshmen year: 

• I think the high schools could talk about going to college in our freshman year…I think 

college needs to be a common topic of conversation early on in high school to keep 

students on track, that high school is not the end of school and that there are many 

opportunities that college can provide. 

• I think that rather than telling us how important it [college] is, they should take more 

initiative and interact with the students more…What are you going to do your senior year 

when they finally start talking about it? Nothing. You can't do anything, which is really 

frustrating. 

Next, 9.0% of students mentioned the need for better communication about college 

information. In addition to the comments in Table 4.11 about better communication, one student 

emphasized the importance of parental involvement in the college application process. The 

student shared the following: "I wish there was more parental support to help parents with 

understanding the college process, especially for immigrant parents and their children." 

The barrier of communication with parents was also mentioned in the high school 

counselor interviews. For example, one counselor noted a language barrier when working with 
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parents as the counselor was not bilingual and often could not translate information to the 

parents. Another counselor mentioned the need to overshare information, especially with first-

generation students, because often, they are unaware of the college process. The counselor stated 

the following: 

My biggest challenge with first-generation students is they do not know the information 

so people that are coming to the United States and going into our higher education 

system, it's very complex and pretty complicated when you think about it, so it is just 

making sure that kids and parents have that education and that they're aware of the 

requirements from the beginning. 

 Another reoccurring theme was the impact of COVID-19 on student’s academics and 

social areas of school. Students expressed how the pandemic impacted their involvement with 

counselors, as well as receiving information and support. In addition to the examples in Table 

4.11, below are some additional comments made by students who mentioned COVID-19:  

• I feel that as a junior I could have been better informed about the college admissions 

process and how to apply. I vaguely know what the process entails but there hasn't been 

too much correspondence between us students and our counselors about it…the lack of 

information available to me from my school this year on the topic might just be because 

of COVID. 

• One of the main things that stopped because of the pandemic was, “Scholarships of the 

week.” So many of us are unaware of what scholarships are out there. Additionally, I feel 

like we could have spent time in our English classes writing essays and having teachers 

take a look at them to help us stand out. 
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 Students also mentioned that providing more opportunities to engage in college-going 

resources could be something their high school could do better to support them in the college-

going process. Below are some additional examples of suggestions from students: 

• I think they could be more interactive. Sure, they offer workshops, but I feel like people 

need to be better informed and pushed to attend them. 

• I think we would just need a sort of mini course on how to apply and what to look for 

when looking for a college, and if we are able to get into colleges. 

• In-person workshops for college registration and financial aid would help. 

• Include more festivals throughout the year since I could only think of one festival that we 

have which brings multiple college representatives into school. 

The last reoccurring theme that emerged from the open-ended survey question was related to the 

A-G college requirements. It was a simple request, but 6.1% of students expressed similar 

comments about A-G college requirements. Below are some examples: 

• Teach us about more about the [A-G] requirements of college. 

• Talk more about us about college requirements. Talk more about it not just to seniors. 

Finally, there were also some positive comments made about how some school sites were 

currently meeting the needs of their students in terms of successfully communicating college 

information to them, such as the following: 

• There were probably better opportunities given if we were in school; however, the school 

has been doing a great job of spreading information on how to apply for college, financial 

aid, and other things.  
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• I know with COVID-19, it is harder to help students with their plans for out of high 

school…I think that the teachers and staff are doing as best as they can in this hard time. I 

think the staff and teachers are doing their hardest, and they want to see us kids succeed. 

 The topics mentioned above were all related to access and cultural capital at the school 

sites or lack of in some cases. The counselor responses were also helpful to hear as some 

responses echoed comments made by the students. The open-ended responses were insightful to 

hear what was working for the students and what areas could be enhanced to support access 

issues and better support students.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I provided an overview of the participant sample and data set. I provided 

the data of the significant findings for each research question and included examples from the 

interviews and open-ended responses. In the next chapter, I will discuss the findings in greater 

detail, explain the study's limitations, and provide recommendations for both research and 

practice.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

Chapter Four presented findings for each research question, based on data collected 

through the student questionnaire and counselor interviews. In this chapter, I provide a summary 

of those findings, discuss some of the study’s limitations, identify implications of the study’s 

findings for stakeholders of this school district, and provide recommendations for future research 

and practice. In addition, I share some final thoughts of the themes presented in this study within 

the context of this study's theoretical framework of cultural capital. 

Summary of Major Findings 

Research Question #1: College Intentions and Their Relationship with Student 

Characteristics 

The first finding in this study was that 90.0% of the students in this sample said they 

wanted to go to college in the future. Farrington, Roderick, Allensworth, Nagaoka, Keyes, 

Johnson, & Beechum (2012) note that belief and aspirations change over time and are tied to a 

student's sense of identity within their educational environment, which ultimately can either 

support or hinder their goals. Now that we understand that college intentions were high among 

this group, I wanted to focus on any student characteristics that might have an association or 

impact on college intention. 

 Using logistic regression analysis, I wanted to see if the following student characteristics 

were significant predictors of college intention (either positively or negatively): first-generation 

status, gender, grade level, and support systems. In terms of first-generation status, there was not 

a significant association tied to a student’s first-generation status and college intention. Although 

it was not a significant association, non-first-generation students were still more likely to want to 

go to college in the future compared to first-generation students. This finding was similar to the 
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research on first-generation students that explains students who identify as first-generation start 

to think about college much later than students whose parents have gone to college, and that 

level of thinking tends to be introduced by teachers and counselors (e.g., McDonough, 

2005). Perhaps the students who have parents at home might have been able to have more 

discussions about college intention or have access to someone who has been to college to ask 

questions about college. Bourdieu states that cultural capital is acquired over the years, but is it 

mainly developed through “the socialization process at home and through parental investment in 

the ‘right’ kinds of cultural training” (Bourdieu, 1973).  

 The second student characteristic that I found had a clear association with college 

intention was gender. Students who identified as female were more likely to report higher 

intentions of going to college. Something to keep in mind is that more students identified as 

female (64.9%) in the sample compared to students who identified as male (25.3%) or other 

(9.8%). According to the WUHSD 2019-2020 enrollment data, female students made up 49.2% 

of its high school students compared to 50.8% of males. However, according to the National 

Student Clearinghouse, a nonprofit research group, in the 2020-2021 academic year, female 

students made up 59.5% of college students compared to 40.5% of men enrolled in college. 

Students who identified as female participated in the survey at more than half the rate of students 

who identified as male. Current college enrollment data shows that females are more likely to be 

enrolled in college than males. Moreover, female students often have more success in school; are 

less likely to repeat a grade compared to male students, have higher graduation rates, and are also 

more likely to graduate from college (Jacobs, 1996). Bourdieu's theoretical framework of cultural 

capital often focuses on social class and socioeconomic status; however, it might be beneficial to 

investigate how gender roles play out in educational success.  
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 The third student characteristic that had some association with college intention was the 

connection to grade level. It was evident that 10th and 12th grade students were more likely to 

report that they intended to go to college than 9th grade students. According to the high school 

counselor interviews, students in the 12th grade were often invited to college sessions and events 

more often than any other grade level, so this data aligns with how the district invites upper-

grade levels to college admission sessions, college application workshops, financial aid 

workshops, etc. and why they might feel more likely to want to go to college compared to 

students in other grade levels. In addition, according to two of the counselor interviews, they 

visit all grade levels at the beginning of the year to start those college conversations, so perhaps 

the 10th grade students that felt so strongly about going to college took advantage of those visits 

and felt more likely to want to go to college in the future. Although 11th grade students were less 

likely to want to go to college than 9th and 10th grade students, the difference was not a 

significant association.  

 The remaining student variables focused on a student's support system, both at home and 

school, and how students personally felt about their college preparedness. These student 

variables related to the impact of cultural capital on a high school student. For example, all 

students were asked questions about their support system and personal feelings towards college 

preparation. Students who felt strongly about the statement, "I feel academically prepared for 

college," positively associated with college intention. In addition, students who had parents who 

were supportive of their college plans also had a positive association with college intention. 

Students who had friends who were planning on going to college were also positively associated 

with college intention. Finally, students who stated they had family responsibilities at home that 

prevented them from applying to college, or students who didn't feel like they belonged in 
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college, or if they even knew how to apply for college, all had negative associations, or no 

significant associations, about their intention to go to college. Cultural capital plays an essential 

role in how a student prepares for college and how they receive assistance. Research has stated 

that students who possess cultural capital, often from upper-class backgrounds, "may receive 

more attention from teachers, better grades, and more encouragement to pursue higher education 

than students from more modest backgrounds" (Dumais & Ward, 2010). Perhaps the students 

who didn’t feel like they belonged in college or didn’t know how to apply for college did not 

have someone they could refer to and ask these types of questions.  

 Overall, the students in the sample expressed strong college intentions. In fact, 90.0% of 

the participants stated they wanted to go to college in the future, so the desire to go to college 

exists in this group of students. The college aspirations of these high school students are similar 

to national trends. However, because college-going rates are lower in this district than the state 

average, I was interested in understanding what student characteristics might impact a student's 

college intention. Existing literature supports some of the findings from Research Question One, 

such as first-generation students and their perceived barriers to college, cultural capital influence, 

and students' support system in their lives. Students who were non-first-generation were more 

likely to want to go to college than first-generation students, and this aligned with the existing 

literature about first-generation barriers to college. As one researcher notes, "first-generation 

students are not exposed to this information in their homes, and so do not have a natural "feel" 

for the college application and enrollment process" (Dumais & Ward, 2010). Another finding 

was that students with concerns such as responsibilities at home, the uncertainty of feeling like 

they belong in college, and the fact that some students were unsure of how to apply to college all 

imply that students face challenges outside the classroom when it comes to college preparedness. 
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In other words, college preparation happens both inside and outside of the classroom, and 

students with more cultural capital are likely to be more prepared for college and therefore have 

higher intentions compared to students who face additional barriers.  

 Regarding additional barriers, there are some student characteristics that were not 

captured in the study that perhaps might have been a factor to consider. For example, as noted in 

the Chapter Four, 79.0% of students identify as Latinx in this school district. And while Latinx 

students have made great strides towards gaining a college degree, there is still much work to be 

done. In addition, Latinx students are more likely to identify as first-generation (Excelencia in 

Education, 2019). Therefore, with both characteristics combined, it is possible that additional 

barriers could be at play, affecting the ways in how these students navigate the college-going 

process and how they acquire cultural capital both at the home and school. As stated in Chapter 

Two, students can have high aspirations, but if they are not utilizing the resources most likely to 

make an impact in college preparedness then it ultimately does not provide successful results.  

Research Question Two delves deeper into how these student characteristics impact the usage of 

college-going resources at their high schools.  

Research Question #2: College-going resources and utilization by student characteristics 

Two major findings stemmed from Research Question Two, which focused on a student's 

characteristics and their utilization of college-going resources. The first finding was that 26.3% 

of students in the sample utilized at least one of the 15 college-going resources provided by the 

school district. Although the number is small, the top five most used resources were enrollment 

in Honors and AP coursework, visiting a counselor, participating in college tours, and 

participating in test preparation such as ACT/SAT. For the second finding for Research Question 

Two, I focused on the first-generation status as the student characteristic. Considering the sample 
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had a somewhat large number of first-generation students (35.1%), I wanted to see if there was a 

difference in the types of college-going resources first-generation students utilized more than 

their non-first-generation peers. This information could then be shared with the school district 

administrators, who can perhaps emphasize specific resources to help encourage more students 

to take advantage of those particular resources.  

Overall, the data shows that there were 5 out of the 15 resources that had a significant 

difference between the two groups. The non-first-generation students used 11 of the 15 college-

going resources more than first-generation students. However, out of those eleven resources 

utilized more by non-first-generation students, four of the resources had a significant difference 

with non-first-generation students. Students who identified as non-first-generation were more 

likely to be enrolled in Honors or AP coursework. Perhaps one possible reason for this was due 

to access at the high school and the number of resources available at their specific high school. 

Or perhaps it was due to the cultural capital the student has and family members encouraged 

them to take advanced coursework because they knew rigorous coursework would result in a 

stronger academic profile for college applications. Non-first-generation students were also linked 

to higher frequencies of participation in test preparation programs (such as SAT/ACT 

preparation). Non-first-generation students who participated in college fairs were also more 

likely to be linked with higher college intentions. Non-first-generation students are more likely to 

have acquired cultural capital from parents in their early years, therefore perhaps non-first-

generation students participated or took advantage of these resources more than first-generation 

students because they were more familiar with the concepts of the resources.  
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Now with regards to first-generation students and their utilization of college-going 

resources, I found that first-generation students utilized 4 of the 15 resources more frequently 

than their non-first-generation peers. However, out of the four resources, there was only one 

resource that had a significant difference between the two groups. The one resource was 

participation in outreach programs. In addition, although there was a significant difference in 

first-generation students utilizing outreach programs, it was noteworthy to mention that first-

generation students utilized this resource by 10.0% more than their non-first-generation peers. 

Examples of outreach programs included AVID/TRIO Upward Bound, Gear-Up, and Cal-SOAP. 

Some of these outreach programs are intended to help first-generation students or students who 

might not traditionally be on the college track, so it was reassuring to learn that these resources 

are, in fact, being utilized as planned and that these resources are helpful for students. 

 Although I highlight the top five resources utilized by the students in the sample in 

Chapter Four, many resources have the potential for higher usage and earlier usage, potentially 

impacting a student's college intention. The specific resources are increasing participation in dual 

enrollment, utilizing high school counselors more frequently, participating in extracurricular 

activities such as clubs, afterschool programs, and participating in events held by colleges 

(college fairs, admission workshops, etc.). For example, utilizing resources such as the college 

and career center is something students can participate in earlier in high school. Participating in 

afterschool programs such as clubs, or extracurricular activities are also some ways students can 

participate in earlier in high school. As stated in previous literature, "adolescents who participate 

in extracurricular activities demonstrate higher levels of academic achievement, greater character 

development, greater social development, and a greater sense of the importance of community 

involvement" (Christison, 2013). In other words, the sooner students participate, the sooner they 
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get involved and spend time in these areas. Therefore, if participation in extracurricular activities 

such as outreach programs or after school programs can lead to positive college intentions, it is 

crucial to ensure these resources are available to students of all backgrounds and high school 

sites.  

To further elaborate on one college-going resource, 40.7% of students utilized high 

school counselors to prepare for college, regardless of first-generation status. I found this to be a 

meaningful result for the school district because as stated in previous literature, “the counselor 

creates and implements the school’s organizational response to college planning and, as such, 

creates an organizational worldview that serves to delimit the full universe of possible college 

choices into a smaller range of manageable considerations” (McDonough, 1997, p.89). 

Therefore, it is essential to have access to counselors at their specific high school. While school 

counselors are often busy with various tasks and have high student caseloads (McDonough, 

2005), school counselors and school administrators need to work together to ensure that a 

college-going culture is part of their school environment. In addition, students who feel 

supported are more likely to continue post-secondary education and are more prepared for their 

future careers (Cruce, Mattern, & Sconing, 2015).  

Another college-going resource that has been linked with positive academic outcomes 

and college readiness is participation in dual enrollment (Berger, Turk-Bicakci, Garet, Knudson, 

& Hoshen, 2014). Table 4.9 displayed the number of first-generation and non-first-generation 

students who stated they participated in dual enrollment with either the local community college 

or the local university. The frequency of students who participated in dual enrollment with the 

local community college was much higher than those who participated in dual enrollment with 

the local university. Overall, 31.8% of non-first-generation students and 31.7% of first-
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generation students enrolled in dual enrollment with the community college, with an overall total 

of 31.8% of the participant pool participating in dual enrollment. The number drops to 9.8% of 

non-first-generation students participating in dual enrollment with the local university and 7.8% 

of first-generation students participating with the local university. Dual enrollment is an 

opportunity for students to not only improve their educational outcomes, but also improve 

upward mobility and meet workforce needs (Education Commission of the States, 2019). This is 

a great start to providing college access to students in this school district and is another example 

of the great work coming out of this school district in helping students prepare for college.  

In general, the school district has many college-going resources available for their 

students, yet it appears that many students are not taking advantage of those resources. As 

discussed in Chapter Two, cultural capital highlights how impactful school resources and outside 

resources can be for students, especially first-generation students. However, it appears that first-

generation students are less likely to utilize some of the academic resources compared to their 

non-first-generation peers. This is especially troublesome as academic curriculum, specifically 

rigorous academic curriculum, strongly influences a student’s trajectory to college (McClafferty 

et al., 2002). Placing an emphasis on academic resources is likely what will be most beneficial to 

students from first-generation backgrounds, students from lower-income households, or students 

facing language barriers, as taking advanced coursework such as dual enrollment can provide a 

“valuable head start toward a college degree” (Kurlaender et al., 2021, pg. 1).  In addition, as 

discussed earlier, perhaps a large reason for low student participation in college-going resources 

is due to other student characteristics that come with additional challenges, or environmental 

settings that lack the opportunity for structured growth. Perhaps if the school district focused on 

their current college-going resources and tracked which students are utilizing what resources, 
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they could strategically recruit students, specifically first-generation students, to participate in 

those programs, or expand the resources for more students, across all grade levels, to participate 

as early as their first year of high school. These are all important topics to further investigate if 

the district wants to be forward thinking in how to help this community. This large-scale 

overhaul would need to come from all departments at the high school, including the high school 

counselors, who we will learn more about in the following research question.  

Research Question #3: Counselor Perceptions of Their Role in College Preparation  

 The third research question focused on the counselor's perspective of their role in the 

college-going process. The interview shed light on a few specific themes that centered around 

ensuring A-G college requirements were being met, meeting with students to help them with 

graduation requirement progress, serving as a guide and resource for students, and serving as a 

guide for parents on the college-going process. It was insightful to learn about the many ways 

counselors believe their role to be in the college-going process, and to hear about the different 

ways they go about helping students with their college pathways.  

I believe the role of a high school counselor was imperative in a student's college 

preparedness process, more so than any other year in the past due to the difficulties of connecting 

with a student during COVID-19 and other responsibilities that may have impacted their learning 

at home. However, perhaps this year provided ways for counselors to find better communication 

methods with students and parents, such as scheduling meetings with a parent via Zoom versus 

asking a parent to take time off work and drive to campus for an in-person meeting. Or 

counselors could host a large meeting via Zoom for an entire freshman class, not by classroom, 

and invite them to learn more about college knowledge and facts. A session via Zoom could 

open more time to meet with students individually as well. Now that schools have been able to 
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perform in a virtual world, perhaps it might be worth holding onto some of those successful 

strategies and continuing to utilize them in the future. 

Research Question #4: Promoting College Access for Students 

Every student who participated in the study had the option to share their thoughts and 

concerns about college preparedness at their high school. About half of the students took 

advantage of that opportunity. It was clear the students were passionate about their futures and 

seized a chance to be heard. Some themes on how schools can promote access, in general, were 

related to more support from counselors, allowing first-year students to participate in college 

sessions/events, meeting A-G college requirements, more communication, additional college 

preparation, and the impact of COVID-19. While some suggestions might take some time to 

implement, most of the requests seem within reason to attempt to incorporate. For example, there 

were many requests about allowing freshmen and sophomores to attend college workshops or 

participate in dual enrollment to better prepare them by the time they enter their senior year. This 

could be solved by hosting more information sessions via Zoom or recording sessions and later 

sharing with students in their classes. I believe it is essential to hear the student voices as they are 

currently going through this experience. The fact that they responded can imply that the students 

want to go to college and be successfully prepared to apply to college. 

Regarding specific recommendations for helping first-generation students, a few students 

mentioned the need for better communication about college information, with a student 

requesting support to help their parents understand the college process. In the student survey, 

most students stated their parents supported their college plans (although that could be 

interpreted in a few ways, such as supporting those who choose not to go to college), and it was 

clear from the student responses, as well as in some of the counselor interviews, that parents 
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should be included more in the college process. The vast majority of students in this study at this 

school district want to go to college. They just need access to additional resources earlier on in 

their high school years and better methods of communication to help them understand the 

process.  

Study Limitations 

A significant limitation to the study was limited participation of schools and a low 

response rate because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to physical distancing and school 

closures leading into the 2020-2021 academic school year and beyond, all my communication 

had to be done remotely. In addition, there were some access issues to technology to complete a 

computer-based questionnaire. Because of such limitations, the participating high schools and 

student participants may not be representative of the school district population. Students within 

this district were in distance learning when the survey was released, and the timing of when the 

survey was released came at a hectic period for the district administrators. Although students 

were learning online, the staff in this district were working diligently on re-opening procedures 

for in-person learning that shortly followed. Due to the delay of the school district IRB timeline, 

the surveys were distributed one month past the initially scheduled date. The new survey 

timeline overlapped with the in-person planning, and therefore principals and staff were busy 

planning for their high schools to reopen. In addition, the mental health issues and fatigue seen in 

both the students and staff may have impacted their responses. This past school year was tough 

for all to grasp, and I was astonished that the participation rate for the study was as high as it was 

considering the crisis. The impact COVID-19 had on high school students, specifically high 

school seniors and high school counselors, were bound to play a role in how they felt during their 

participation in the survey and interviews.  
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As anticipated, the topic of COVID-19 was very evident throughout the open-ended 

responses and in the interviews. For this study, it is important to note that students participated in 

a survey about college preparedness, all while the uncertainty of what life would be like post-

COVID-19. COVID-19 is likely to have had some impact on their plans about life after high 

school. It would be interesting to learn about what pathways these students, seniors, in particular, 

took now that they have graduated from high school. In addition, every high school counselor 

who was interviewed mentioned in some way how COVID-19 had interrupted counseling and 

advising students. Even so, during a global pandemic, the high school counselors still made time 

to participate in an online survey and speak with me for the interviews. I believe both students 

and high school counselors wanted their voices heard, and both groups provided valuable 

feedback.  

As mentioned above, there was limited school participation across the entire school 

district, as only some principals agreed for their schools to participate. Second, there was a low 

rate of student participation, as only a subset of parents in the participating high schools gave 

permission for their child(ren) to participate. Third, only a subset of the students responded. 

Students who participated in the survey were those who were a) motivated to participate b) had 

parent/guardian permission to participate and c) attended a high school whose principal agreed to 

participate. Only six of the high schools ultimately participated, substantially reducing the 

number of students invited to complete the questionnaire by about two-thirds of the school 

district. I believe that the combination of the limitations mentioned above resulted in fewer 

students participating. For this reason, the results from this study are meant to be exploratory. 

The communication barrier of not being able to directly contact participants also possibly 

impacted the response rate for the high school counselors, as the school principals also had to 
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approve for their counselors to participate. Similar to the student participation rate, the high 

school counselor participation rate was also very low. Out of the 21 high school counselors who 

responded to the survey, only six agreed to participate in an interview. The six counselors 

interviewed represented three of the high schools that participated in the study. However, this 

could have been for various reasons (not enough time to answer the survey or participate in 

interviews, the timing of when the survey was released, high workloads, etc.).  

Another limitation I encountered was I only surveyed current students from the high 

school district versus surveying/interviewing graduates from the district who might have pursued 

higher education pathways and could provide information on their entire high school trajectory 

and college preparedness. I believe that by adding the perspectives of former students I would 

have been able to provide a pattern of habits from students from either specific high schools or 

first-generation status. The trajectory of the alumni was lost by not having these perspectives. 

Finally, although the overall participation rate was 3.6%, I believe that my role as a 

native of the Central Valley proved to be an asset for the study. When communicating with the 

school district, I positioned myself as both a product of the school district and a native of the 

region. The cultural capital I have acquired from growing up in the area and attending the school 

district was a form of currency in exchange for gaining the support of the school district 

administrators and school principals. I believe the fact that I was from the community enhanced 

my credibility and was helpful in securing participation of the district and particular schools. I 

believe that despite the limitations and the characteristics of the sample, in combination with 

how data collection was conducted and it being a very unusual year, the results from the study 

produced new data specific to this school district and highlighted how high school students make 

decisions about attending college, what resources they are utilizing to help drive informed 
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choices, and how the district can better support high school counselors as they advise students on 

college pathways.  

Recommendations for High School District Administrators 

 This study provided an estimate of the percentage of potential first-generation students 

enrolled in the school district. There is not currently a district-wide tracking system in place to 

determine possible first-generation status. Although only six school sites participated in the 

study, there were close to 500 responses recorded. Of those responses, roughly 35% of the 

students identified as being potential first-generation students. The representation of first-

generation students was further divided by school site and grade level. Perhaps this school 

district can build upon the data in this study and continue to collect data on first-generation 

students. By doing so, the administration can strategically produce new or enhance current 

college resources that may be more specific to first-generation students, such as creating 

workshops on college information for both the students and their parents/guardians or piloting a 

college class specific for upper-grade level students, as suggested during a counselor interview. 

Both students and high school counselors shared the need for more parent involvement and 

earlier involvement. Given the data in Table 4.9 in Chapter Four, an implication from my 

findings would be for school district administrators to work more closely with high school 

counselors and create ways to communicate more efficiently with parents. During the interview, 

a high school counselor stated that there is sometimes a language barrier when working with her 

students' parents. One recommendation for the school district administrators would be for their 

marketing department to create brochures or flyers in multiple languages to try and help parents 

feel more included when receiving information from the school. Prior literature found that 

parental involvement is associated with a greater chance of students aspiring to attend college 
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and enroll in college (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Hossler, Braxton & Coopersmith, 1989; 

Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Perna, 2000).  

 Another implication from the study is to incorporate college information into classes as 

early as freshman year. Over 90% of respondents stated they begin the college advising process 

as early as freshman year of high school in the counselor survey. In comparison to the high 

school student survey responses, many students claimed that college discussions with their 

counselors did not happen until their sophomore or junior year of high school. Existing literature 

states that providing the opportunity for students to learn about college earlier on in their lives 

can assist students in better navigating higher education and maintaining students while in 

college (Saunders & Serna, 2004). Earlier college exposure is significant for potential first-

generation students as they may face more barriers and begin to think about going to college 

much later than students whose parents have gone to college (McDonough, 1997). To improve 

the college-going rates of this school district, a recommendation would be to encourage and 

accept students as early as junior high or freshman year of high school into college preparation 

programs within the school district. In addition, another recommendation would be to provide 

ways for the younger students to attend workshops, introductory courses about college, or even 

attend college fairs provided by the district to get conversations of college started within their 

support system at home and school.  

Recommendations for High School Counselors 

Another finding among the high school counselors was that they all had an issue with 

their caseload and the little time they spend with students on an individual basis. All counselors 

who responded to the survey stated their caseload of students was over 300 students. In fact, 

during the interviews, three counselors said their caseload is closer to 500+ students. According 
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to the American School Counselor Association (ASCA), schools should maintain a ratio of 250 

students per school counselor, and that "school counselors should spend at least 80 percent of 

their time working directly with or indirectly for students" (The Education Trust, 2019). The 

average counselor-to-student ratio in the state of California is 622-to-1 (Jones, 2019). Due to 

their large caseloads, high school counselors have stated their main priority is to ensure students 

are meeting graduation requirements, meeting A-G requirements, and educating their students on 

how to search for college information. Although previous research recommended increasing the 

counseling staff, it may not always be the most realistic recommendation, especially with limited 

funding from the state. Counselors should engage in greater communication with their peers, in 

order to share best practices. Best practices could include work such as building a robust college 

planning module or creating a college-going culture. If high school counselors have limited time 

to focus on students and their college preparation process, perhaps making a "village effort" (i.e., 

involving multiple departments across the high school, such as the AVID teachers, English 

teachers, additional Cal-SOAP representatives, and even college student ambassadors) at the 

high school could result in students having more than one resource to go to for college 

information, as one high school counselor described during the interview. As stated in prior 

literature, the school, and its counselors "serve as the mediator of the collective social class 

consciousness of the community that it serves" (McDonough, 1997). High school counselors are 

critical to building that culture, but they should not have to do it alone. 

  Finally, consistent feedback from the student survey open-ended question relayed the 

message of sharing college information earlier on in a student's high school career. Five out of 

six counselors, or 83.3%, touched on their school's outreach efforts and their timeline for 

preparing students for college during the high school counselor interviews. As explained in 
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Chapter Four from the high school counselors, some high schools start as early as freshman year, 

and counselors schedule a time to walk into classrooms and explain the basics of college 

preparation with their freshmen students. They then help students select a pathway they would 

like to explore. I did hear from other high schools that they start college preparation as early as 

freshman year, but it seemed as if each high school had its own timeline and process for college 

preparation and planning. Perhaps the high school counselors could create a universal college 

planning timeline where all high schools in the district start college conversations as early as 

freshmen year with their students. Counselors should focus on strengthening the college 

information workshops, presentations, admission sessions, and communicating more to students, 

as early as freshman year, as this is something that might encourage students to become more 

involved in their college preparation. 

Recommendations for Institutions of Higher Education 

Tables 4.8 and 4.9 in Chapter Four provided data on the participation of dual enrollment 

by high school as well as first-generation status. Overall, 31.8%. of students across all six high 

schools stated they participated in dual enrollment with the local community college. 

Participation in dual enrollment with the local university was less popular, with 8.9% of students 

across the six high schools stating they participated in dual enrollment with the university. 

Despite the lower participation rate of dual enrollment with the university, dual enrollment 

programs are an excellent example for future partnerships with other colleges as students can 

take courses at their high school without paying costs for college tuition. Even more so, these 

findings emphasize the importance of K-16 partnerships for students in this school district. 

According to prior literature, "K-16 has two fundamental goals: (1) to raise the achievement 

levels of all learners, and (2) to close the achievement gap among groups of learners" (Van de 
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Water & Gordon-Krueger, 2002). If the local colleges can work with this school district and 

create new policy reforms for K-16 educational goals, this could possibly improve college-going 

rates across all high school sites. One specific recommendation for institutions of higher 

education would be to work more closely with the high school district to build on the current 

dual enrollment program currently in existence and to ensure the courses are transferrable to 

four-year universities. By building on the current program, more students will be able to 

participate across all high schools.  

Participating in college tours was the fourth most utilized college-going resource among 

the participant pool (36.4%). From personal experience, college tours for large groups can 

sometimes be hard to book in advance, especially when there is a lack of funding for busses, 

transportation, etc. Furthermore, access to college campuses could be something the school 

district and nearby colleges further explore. Perhaps the local colleges near WUHSD can provide 

grants or funding for students to travel to their college campuses at least once a year, starting 

from a student's freshmen year, to have the opportunity to spend some time on a college campus.  

Research Recommendations 

The Central Valley is a large region of California and is producing great work in terms of 

building more opportunities for students to reach their college dreams. Although the Central 

Valley is not typically noted in educational research, I believe the significance of this study, and 

future studies focused on the Central Valley, could add a unique perspective to existing literature 

on college preparedness and access. As seen from the data, students have high aspirations to 

attend college, yet many do not go on to achieve that goal, despite the resources provided at their 

schools. The recommendation of producing more research focused on this region could 
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potentially lead educators to find ways to improve college-going rates and help close the 

anticipated baccalaureate shortage in the economy.  

A recommendation for a future study would be to conduct research that spans across 

multiple Central Valley school districts. The research would then be focused on the Northern or 

Southern region of the Central Valley and perhaps be able to capture a more accurate picture of 

the educational landscape for each region. A mixed-methods approach would still be utilized, 

and students would participate in annual surveys about their experiences with navigating the 

college-going process. In addition, the potential usefulness of such research of comparing data 

across districts would provide further insight into the impact of geographic landscapes. For 

example, looking at multiple campuses in one region that has both rural and non-rural school 

sites would allow the researcher to understand how positionality and school context influences a 

student’s access to rigorous coursework, resources such as counselors, or other resources. This 

recommended study would build on my study and highlight patterns or trends from school 

districts with similar characteristics to the one that was selected for this study. 

In addition to conducting research across the Central Valley, it would be interesting to 

conduct longitudinal research. A cohort per high school from one school district would be ideal 

for comparing student data, as well as comparing the resources utilized over the years at each 

high school. Following the end of each academic year, strategies could be outlined for 

improvement for each cohort for the following years. This recommended study would build on 

my study as I would ask the freshman students from the original school district to participate in 

the longitudinal study. In addition, a longitudinal study would be useful to the school district 

administrators as they would have data to trace over a span of four-five years in order to find 

patters or trends in students’ utilization of college-going resources. 
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This study was informed by Bourdieu's (1977a, 1977b) cultural capital. I would 

recommend that future studies incorporate the concept of Funds of Knowledge (Kiyama & Rios-

Aguilar, 2018) and focus on underrepresented students, as well as students from lower socio-

economic backgrounds, in order to better understand their educational opportunities related to 

college preparation. Funds of Knowledge originated from documenting working-class Latina/o 

families, focusing on the families’ life experiences and values (Kiyama & Rios-Aguilar, 2018). 

Funds of Knowledge is essentially viewing the family dynamics and experiences from a different 

angle and challenges the deficit model. Kiyama & Rios-Aguilar (2018) describe their research as 

“an effort to challenge the literature on familial deficits” and as serving to “highlight the 

educational ideologies of families to better understand the development of educational 

philosophies, processes, and aspirations.” (p. 88). Chapter Four provides data that this school 

district has about a 79.0% representation of Latinx students enrolled. With Funds of Knowledge 

incorporated into the study, the participant pool could include students and family members from 

underrepresented backgrounds. The study would be qualitative, and interviews would take place 

in lieu of a survey. The interview questions would focus on the student’s knowledge, skills, and 

experiences they bring with them to school, and families of the students would also be 

interviewed to ask about their role in the college-going process, and what kind of support they 

would like to see come from the high school. Focusing on racial/ethnicity groups, specifically, 

the Latinx voice, and their familial support system might better help understand how to better 

support Latinx students, and their families, during their college preparation process. 
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Conclusion 

 This study intended to explore college preparedness in high school students from one 

school district in Central Valley, California. While the participation rate was 3.6%, the study 

provided factual data and recommendations for the school district. In addition, the study focused 

on college intention from students at WUHSD and a high school counselor's role in the college-

going process. In addition, although there is extensive research on college preparedness, this 

study added to existing research and contributed to research focused on the Central Valley in 

California. The characteristics and needs of the students in this region could serve as a sample 

for other school districts in Central Valley, California.  

 This study concluded that students from WUHSD have high intentions of wanting to go 

to college in the future. However, while there wasn’t a significant difference in college intention 

between students who identify as first-generation and students who identify as non-first-

generation, first-generation students were less likely to utilize certain college-going resources 

compared to their non-first-generation peers. However, this finding does not mean that first-

generation students are not using college-going resources entirely; it simply means that they are 

utilizing these resources at a lower rate. This leads me to believe that there is room for growth in 

using these resources and perhaps identifying a strategic approach, or providing better access to 

such resources, to encourage first-generation students to participate in more college-going 

resources.  

 In terms of the high school counselor perspectives about their role in the college-going 

process, high school counselors believe their primary role is to ensure students are on track to 

graduate from high school, students are making progress towards meeting the A-G college 
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requirements, and serving as a guide for both students and parents throughout the college-going 

process by providing as much college information as possible to their students.  

 Finally, students expressed many ways their high school can better prepare them for 

college. Some central themes that stood out from the open-ended survey question were 

explaining A-G college requirements, more communication about college, providing college 

information to students as early as freshmen year, and the impact of COVID-19. In terms of 

ways to better support first-generation students, the students stated more support from counselors 

and more communication from staff members.  

 The students and high school counselors utilized this survey to share their perspectives 

about the college-going process. Overall, despite the ways COVID-19 may have impacted this 

study, I found the study provided some measurable outcomes that offer practical 

recommendations for the school district administrators to consider when working with students 

and their college preparation. I believe the feedback provided can provide insight into the school 

climate across each high school site and provide ways to make improvements throughout the 

school district and, thus, provide more opportunities to increase college-going rates for the 

school district.   
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APPENDIX A: STUDENT SURVEY 

 
Dear Parent/Guardian: My name is Stephanie Hartfield and I am a doctoral candidate at UCLA 
with the Department of Education. I am conducting a study on exploring college preparedness 
from students currently enrolled with the Winston Union High School District. I am inviting 
your child to participate in this research study. I am asking students to complete a survey, 
answering questions related to college preparedness. This survey will take approximately 12 
minutes to complete. The child's participation is voluntary. If your child chooses not to 
participate or withdraw from the study at any time, there will be no penalty.  More information 
about the study can be found here: Research Information-Student Survey.  If you have any 
questions about this research, please feel free to contact me via email at stephhartfield@ucla.edu. 
Thank you for your support in this research project. 
 
◯ I give parental permission for my child to participate in this study. /Le autorizo como 
padre/guardián(a) a mi(s) hijo y/o estudiante(s) a participar en la investigación.  
 
◯ I do not give parental permission for my child to participate in this study. /No le autorizo 
como padre/guardián(a) a mi(s) hijo y/o estudiante(s) a participar en la investigación.  
 
 
Dear Student: My name is Stephanie Hartfield, and I am a doctoral candidate at UCLA with the 
Department of Education. I am conducting a study on exploring college preparedness from 
students currently enrolled with the Winston Union High School District. You are being invited 
to participate in this research study. This survey will take approximately 12 minutes to complete. 
Your participation is voluntary. If you choose not to participate or withdraw from the study at 
any time, there will be no penalty. More information about the study can be found here: Research 
Information-Student Survey. If you have any questions about this research, please feel free to 
contact me via email at stephhartfield@ucla.edu. Thank you for your support in this research 
project. 
 

◯ I agree  
◯ I disagree 
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Q1 Are you currently a student in the Winston Union High School District? 
◯ Yes  (1)  
◯ No  (2)  

 
Q2 What high school are you currently attending? 
 
 
Q3 What grade are you currently in?  

◯ 12th grade  (4)  
◯ 11th grade  (3)  
◯ 10th grade  (2)  
◯ 9th grade  (1)  

 
Q4 Choose the term(s) that BEST describe how you identify. One or more categories may 
be selected. 

▢ American Indian or Alaska Native  (1)  
▢ Asian  (2)  
▢ Black or African American  (3)  
▢ Hispanic, Latino/a/x, or of Spanish origin  (4)  
▢ Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander  (5)  
▢ White  (6)  
▢ Prefer not to say  (7)  
▢ Other  (8) ________________________________________________ 

 
Q5 Choose the term(s) that BEST describe how you identify. One or more categories may 
be selected. 

▢ Cuban  (1)  
▢ Guatemalan  (2)  
▢ Honduran  (3)  
▢ Mexican, Mexican American, Chicano/a/x  (4)  
▢ Puerto Rican  (5)  
▢ Salvadorian  (6)  
▢ Other  (7) ________________________________________________ 

 
Q6 Gender 

◯ Female  (1)  
◯ Male  (2)  
◯ Transgender  (3)  
◯ Cisgender  (4)  
◯ Genderqueer  (5)  
◯ Non-binary / third gender  (6)  
◯ Prefer not to say  (7)  
◯ Prefer to self describe  (8) ________________________________________________ 
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Q7 Did any of the following family members graduate from college?  
 

Yes (4) No (3) 
I'm not sure 

(2) 
Not 

Applicable (1) 

Any Grandparent (Q7_1)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Any Parent/Guardian (Q7_2)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Any Brother/Sister (Q7_3)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Any Uncle/Aunt (Q7_4)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Any Cousin (Q7_5)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

 
Q8 When were you first introduced to the idea of college? 

◯ Primary Elementary School (Kindergarten-3rd grade)  (5)  
◯ Intermediate Elementary School (4th grade-6th grade)  (4)  
◯ Middle School/Junior High (7th grade-8th grade)  (3)  
◯ High School (9th grade-12th grade)  (2)  
◯ I don't remember  (1)  

 
Q9 What do you plan to do during the year after graduating from high school? 

 Definitely 
Yes (5) 

Probably 
Yes (4) 

Maybe 
(3) 

Probably 
No (2) 

Definitely 
No (1) 

I plan to attend a 2-year 
college. (1)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I plan to attend a 4-year 
college/university. (2)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I plan on working. (3)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I plan on enlisting into the 
military. (5)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I plan to attend a 
vocational/training program. 
(4)  

◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I'm not sure. (6)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 
 
Q10 Do you want to go to college in the future? 

◯ Definitely Yes  (5)  
◯ Probably Yes  (4)  
◯ Maybe/I'm not sure  (3)  
◯ Probably No  (2)  
◯ Definitely No  (1)   
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Q11 I plan on going to college  
◯ Within one year from graduating high school  (4)  
◯ 1 year after graduating high school  (3)  
◯ 2 years after graduating high school  (2)  
◯ Other (please describe)  (1)  

 
Q12 When you go to college, what kind of school do you plan to attend? 

◯ California Community College (ex. Bakersfield College)  (1)  
◯ California State University (ex. Cal State Bakersfield)  (2)  
◯ University of California (ex. UCLA)  (3)  
◯ In-state private institution (ex. Cal Tech)  (4)  
◯ Out-of-state institution (New York University)  (5)  
◯ I haven't decided  (8)  
◯ Other (please describe)  (7) 

 
Q13 I don't plan to go to college because 

 Strongly Agree 
(4) 

Agree (3) Disagree (2) Strong Disagree 
(1) 

I’m not academically 
prepared (1)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

It’s too expensive/I 
don’t have enough 
money (2)  

◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

It’s too far from home 
(3)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I have family 
responsibility (4)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I plan to work (5)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I plan to enlist into the 
military (6)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I plan to go to 
trade/vocational 
training (7)  

◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

 
  



 
 

105 

Q14 Please rate how much of the following people or groups have influenced your thinking 
about college? 

 A lot of 
Influence (4) 

Some 
Influence (3) 

Little Influence 
(2) 

Not applicable 
in my life (1) 

Any Parent/Guardian 
(1)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Any Brother/Sister 
(2)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Any Other Family 
Members (e.g., 
Grandparents, 
Aunts/Uncles, 
Cousins) (3)  

◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Friends/Peers (4)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Teacher (5)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

High School 
Counselor (6)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Guidance Technician 
(7)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

College Admission 
Officer (14)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Community Member 
(9)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Coach (10)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Employer (11)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Church Member (12)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Mentor (13)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 
 
Q15 At what grade level did you start looking into college? (visiting college campuses, 
attending college fairs, looking at college websites, etc.) 

◯ 12th grade  (5)  
◯ 11th grade  (4)  
◯ 10th grade  (3)  
◯ 9th grade  (2)  
◯ 8th grade or earlier  (1)  
◯ I have not explored college options yet  (6)  
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Q16 What resources have you utilized so far in high school? (Select all that apply.)  
 

Yes (3) No (2) 

I don't 
know 

(1) 

Visiting the College and Career Center at my high school (1)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Speaking with a high school counselor about college options 
(2)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Speaking with a guidance technician about college options 
(14)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Taking Advanced Placement (AP) coursework (3)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Taking Honors coursework (4)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Taking Dual Enrollment coursework with CSUB (19)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Taking Dual Enrollment coursework with Bakersfield 
College (5)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Participating in Concurrent Enrollment with Bakersfield 
College (20)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Participating in college outreach programs (i.e. TRIO 
Upward Bound, ETS, AVID, Cal-SOAP) (6)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Participating in test prep programs (CollegeBoard, Kaplan, 
etc.) (7)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Attending college fairs (8)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Taking college campus tours (10)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Receiving tutoring (11)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Attending financial aid workshops (15)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Attending college admission sessions at my high school or 
school district (9)  

◯ ◯ ◯ 

Attending college essay workshops (16)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Naviance (18)  ◯ ◯ ◯ 
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Q17 What programs/activities, if any, have you participated in at your high school? (Select 
all that apply.) 

 Yes (2) No (1) 

Academic Clubs (CSF, NHS, etc.) (1)  ◯ ◯ 

Social Clubs (dance club, chess club, etc.) (2)  ◯ ◯ 

Sports (3)  ◯ ◯ 

Extra-curricular activities (Band, Debate, Theater, Student 
Government, Yearbook, etc.) (4)  ◯ ◯ 

Internships (5)  ◯ ◯ 

Part-time job (6)  ◯ ◯ 
 
Q18 What factors have you considered when thinking about where to attend college? 
(Select all that apply.) 

 
Very 

Important (4) 
Somewhat 

Important (3) 
Not 

Important (2) Unsure (1) 

Academic major (1)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

The number of college credits 
I currently have (2)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Expense (cost) (3)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Far from home (4)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Close to home (5)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Family responsibility (6)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

Current employment (job) (7)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 
 
Q19 Have you been to a college campus? 

◯ Yes  (1)  
◯ No  (2)  
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Q20 How many Advanced Placement (AP) courses have you taken so far in high school? 
(Include any AP courses you are currently taking.) 

◯ 0  (1)  
◯ 1  (2)  
◯ 2  (3)  
◯ 3  (4)  
◯ 4  (5)  
◯ 5  (6)  
◯ 6  (7)  
◯ 7  (8)  
◯ 8  (9)  
◯ 9  (10)  
◯ 10  (11)  
◯ 11  (12)  
◯ 12  (13)  
◯ 13  (14)  
◯ 14  (15)  
◯ 15+  (16)  
 

Q21 How many Dual Enrollment courses have you taken so far in high school? (Include 
any Dual Enrollment courses you are currently taking.) 

◯ 0  (1)  
◯ 1  (2)  
◯ 2  (3)  
◯ 3  (4)  
◯ 4  (5)  
◯ 5  (6)  
◯ 6  (7)  
◯ 7  (8)  
◯ 8  (9)  
◯ 9  (10)  
◯ 10  (11)  
◯ 11  (12)  
◯ 12  (13)  
◯ 13  (14)  
◯ 14  (15)  
◯ 15+  (16)  

 
Q22 Have you applied to college?  

◯ Yes  (1)  
◯ No  (2) 
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Q23 How satisfied are you with the help your high school has provided you in applying for 
college? 

◯ Very satisfied  (4)  
◯ Satisfied  (3)  
◯ Dissatisfied  (2)  
◯ Very dissatisfied  (1)  

 
Q24 Indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.  

 Strongly 
Agree (4) Agree (3) Disagree (2) 

Strongly 
Disagree (1) 

I feel academically ready for 
college (1)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

My parents support my college 
plans (3)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

My friends plan on going to 
college (4)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I have responsibilities at home 
that might stop me from going 
to college (6)  

◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I worry about being able to 
afford college (5)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

The college I want to attend is 
too far away from home (7)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I’m not sure I belong in college 
(2)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

I don’t know how to apply to 
college (8)  ◯ ◯ ◯ ◯ 

 
Q25 What is your cumulative weighted high school GPA at the moment? 

◯ 4.00 or above  (1)  
◯ 3.50-3.99  (2)  
◯ 3.00-3.49  (3)  
◯ 2.50-2.99  (4)  
◯ 2.00-2.49  (5)  
◯ Less than 2.00  (6)  
◯ I don’t know  (7)  
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Q26 Are you A-G eligible to be admitted to California colleges? 
◯ Yes  (1)  
◯ No  (2)  
◯ I will be eligible by the time I graduate  (4)  
◯ I'm not sure  (3)  

 
Q27 What could your high school do better to prepare you and other students for college?  

________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL – HIGH SCHOOL COUNSELOR 

Interviewee (Participant Number):  

Interviewer: Stephanie Hartfield 

Post Interview Comments or Leads: 

Introduction  

Hello and thank you for participating in this interview. My name is Stephanie Hartfield, and I am 
a doctoral candidate with UCLA’s Educational Leadership Program. You have been selected to 
speak with me today because you are a current high school staff member for the Winston Union 
High School District who is in a position that works very closely with high school students and 
their college preparedness; therefore, I wanted to hear your perspective and understand your 
experience as a high school counselor. My research study aims to evaluate and understand a 
students’ preparation for college while in high school and understand the resources provided by 
the district to help them prepare for a college pathway. In addition, I hope to understand the role 
of a high school counselor and what impact, if any, they may have on prospective first-
generation students, or high school students in general, related to college access. This interview 
will be recorded. Do you verbally agree to allow me to record the session? 
 
A. Interviewee Background 

What is your current title?  
How long have you worked in your current position?  
 
B. Questions 

1. What do high school counselors/guidance technicians perceive to be their role in the 
college preparation process for their students? 

2. What do high school counselors perceive to be challenges when supporting potential 
first-generation college students?  

3. What strategies do counselors perceive as most effective for supporting potential first-
generation students? 

4. Is there anything else you would like to add before concluding this interview? 
  

 
 

  



 
 

112 

REFERENCES 

AB-288 Public schools: College and Career Access Pathways Partnerships. 2015. Available at: 

leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201520160AB288.  

ACT. (2004). Crisis at the core: Preparing all students for college and work (Rep.). Author. 

Archer, L. (2003a). Social class and higher education. In L. Archer, M. Hutchings, & A. Ross 

(Eds.), Higher education and social class: Issues of exclusion and inclusion (pp. 17-32). 

New York: RoutledgeFalmer.  

Ardoin, Sonja. (2017). College aspirations and access in working-class rural communities: The 

mixed signals, challenges, and new language first-generation students encounter. 

Lexington Books. 

Aschaffenburg, K. & Maas, I. (1997). Cultural and educational careers: The dynamics of social 

reproduction. American Sociological Review, 62, 573-587. 

Auerbach, S. (2004). Engaging Latino parents in supporting college pathways: Lessons  

from a college access program. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 3(2), 125-145. 

Baum, S., Ma, J., & Payea, K. (2010). Education pays 2010: The benefits of higher education for  

individual and society. CollegeBoard. 

Belasco, A.S. (2013). Creating college opportunity: School counselors and their influence on  

postsecondary enrollment. Res High Educ, 54, 781–804. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-

013-9297-4.  

Berger, A., Turk-Bicakci, L., Garet, M., Knudson, J., & Hoshen, G. (2014, January). Early 

college, continued success. Early college high school initiative impact study. American 

Institutes for Research.  

Berkner, L., & Choy, S., (2008). Descriptive summary of 2003–04 beginning postsecondary  



 
 

113 

students: Three years later (NCES 2008-174). U.S. Department of Education. 

Betz, N. E. (2007). Career self-efficacy: Exemplary recent research and emerging directions. 

Journal of Career Assessment, 15, 403–422. doi:10.1177/1069072707305759.  

Bohn, S. (2014, September). California’s need for skilled workers. Public Policy Institute of 

California. 

Bourdieu, P. (1973). Cultural reproduction and social reproduction. In R. Brown (Ed.), 

Knowledge, education, and cultural change (71-112). Tavistock.    

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Reproduction in education, society, culture. Sage. 

Bourdieu, P. (1977a). Cultural reproduction and social reproduction. In J. Karabel & A.H. 

Halsey (Eds.), Power and Ideology in Education (pp. 487-511). Oxford University Press.  

Bourdieu, P. (1977b). Outline of a theory of practice (R. Nice, Trans.). Cambridge University 

Press.  

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste. Harvard University 

Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. G. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and 

research in the sociology of education (pp. 241-258). Greenwood Press. 

Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J. C. (1977). Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture. Sage. 

Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J. C.  (1990). Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture. Sage. 

Brock, Thomas. (2010). Young adults and higher education: Barriers and breakthroughs to 

success. The Future of Children, 20(1), 109-132. 

Brundage Jr., V. (2017, August). Profile of the labor force by educational attainment. U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics.  



 
 

114 

Bryan, J., Moore-Thomas, C., Day-Vines, N., Holcomb-McCoy, C. (2011). School counselors as 

social capital: The effects of high school college counseling on college application rates. 

Journal of Counseling & Development, 89, 190-199. 10.1002/j.1556-

6678.2011.tb00077.x. 

Cabrera, A. F., & La Nasa, S. M. (2001). On the Path to College: Three Critical Tasks Facing  

America’s Disadvantaged. Research in Higher Education, 42(2), 119–149. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40196425.  

California Department of Education (2018). 2018 California School Dashboard Technical Guide 

Final Version 2018-2019 School Year. California’s Accountability System. 

California Department of Education (2019). 2019 California School Dashboard Technical Guide 

Final Version 2019-2020 School Year. California’s Accountability System. 

California State University. Retrieved on December 7, 2019. https://www2.calstate.edu/csu-

system/about-the-csu/facts-about-the-csu/enrollment. 

Carnevale, A., & Strohl, J. (2010). How increasing access is increasing inequality in 

postsecondary education. In R. Kahlenberg (Ed.), Rewarding the Strivers: Helping Low 

Income Students Succeed In College (pp. 225-256). New York: Century Foundation.  

Carnevale, A. P., Smith, N., & Strohl, J. (2010). Help wanted: Projections of jobs and education 

requirements through 2018. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Center on 

Education and the Workforce. 

Cipollone, K., & Stich, A. E. (2017). Shadow Capital: The Democratization of College 

Preparatory Education. Sociology of Education, 90(4), 333–354. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040717739071.  



 
 

115 

Choy, S. (2001). Students whose parents did not go to college: Postsecondary access, 

persistence, and attainment (National Center for Education Statistics Rep. No. NCES 

2001-126). U.S. Government Printing Office. 

Christison, C. (2013). The benefits of participating in extracurricular activities. BU Journal of 

Graduate Studies in Education, 5(2), 17-20.  

Clark, R. M. (1983). Family life and school achievement: Why poor Black children succeed or 

fail. University of Chicago Press. 

College Now Greater Cleveland, LLC. (2016). https://www.collegenowgc.org/2016/07/31/role-

social-capital-college-access-completion/ 

Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research design (5th ed.). SAGE Publications. 

Cruce, T.M., Mattern, K.D., & Sconing, J.A. (2015). More promising results: Evaluating the 

effectiveness of career & college clubs participation on college enrollment. ACT. 

Danenberg, Anne, Jepsen, Christopher, and Cerdán, Pedro. (2002). Student and School 

Indicators for Youth in California’s Central Valley. Public Policy Institute of California.  

De Graaf, PM. (1986). “The Impact of Financial and Cultural Resources on Educational 

Attainment in the Netherlands.” Sociology of Education, 59, 237-246. 

Dhuinn, M.N. (2018). Exploring the role of cultural capital in family-school relationships and 

connections: A case study of an Irish postprimary school [Doctoral Dissertation, Trinity 

College]. 

DiMaggio, Paul. (1982). Cultural capital and school success: The Impact of status culture 

participation on the grade of U.S. high school students. American Sociological Review, 

47, 189-201. 



 
 

116 

DiMaggio, P. & Mohr, J. (1985). Cultural capital, educational attainment, and marital selection. 

American Journal of Sociology, 90, 1231-1261 

Dumais, S. (2002). Cultural capital, gender, and school success: The role of habitus. Sociology of 

Education, 75, 44-68. 

Dumais, S. (2006). Early childhood cultural capital, parental habitus, and teachers’ perceptions. 

Poetics, 34, 83-107. 

Dumais, S. & Ward, A. (2010). Cultural Capital and first-generation college success. Poetics, 

38(3), 245-265. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2009.11.011. 

Education Commission of the States. (2019). 50-State Comparison: Dual/Concurrent Enrollment 

Policies. Education Commission of the States. 

Ed Trust. (2019, February 1). School counselors matter. https://edtrust.org/resource/school-

counselors-matter/ 

Excelencia in Education. (April 2019). Latinos in Higher Education: Compilation of Fast Facts. 

Washington, D.C: Excelencia in Education. 

Gándara, P. (1995). Over the ivy walls: The educational mobility of low-income Chicanos. State 

University of New York Press. 

Gándara, P. (2002). A study of high school Puente: What we have learned about preparing 

Latino youth for postsecondary education. Educational Policy, 16(4), 474-495. 

Gándara, P., & Bial, D. (1999). Paving the way to higher education: K-12 intervention programs 

for underrepresented youth. National Postsecondary Education Cooperative, National 

Center for Education Statistics. 

Gibbons, M. M., & Borders, L. D. (2010). Prospective first-generation college students: A 

social-cognitive perspective. The Career Development Quarterly, 58, 194-208. 



 
 

117 

Gonzalez, L. (2015, October 2). Barriers to college access for Latino/a adolescents: A 

comparison of theoretical frameworks. Journal of Latinos and Education. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15348431.2015.1091315.  

Gonzalez, K. P., Stoner, C., & Jovel, J. E. (2003). Examining the role of social capital in access 

to college for Latinas: Toward a college opportunity framework. Journal of Hispanic 

Higher Education, 2(2), 146-170. 

Grenfell, M., & James, D. (1998). Bourdieu and education: Acts of practical theory. Falmer. 

Haycock, K., & Huang, S. (2001). Are today’s high school graduates ready? Thinking K-16, 5, 3-

22. http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/85897615- 327E-4269-939A-

4E14B96861BB/0/k16_winter01.pdf  

Holstein, J. A., & Gubrium, J. F. (1995). Qualitative research method: Vol. 37, The active 

interview. Sage. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412986120.  

Horn, L. (1997). National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education, U.S. 

Government Printing Office, 1997. (NCES 98094). 

Horn, L., & Bobbitt, L. (2000). Mapping the road to college: First generation students’ math 

track, planning strategies, and context of support (NCES 2000-153). U.S. Department of 

Education. 

Hossler, D. & Gallagher, K. (1987). Studying student college choice: A three-phase model and 

the implications for policymakers. College and University, 62, 201-221. 

Hossler, D. & Palmer, M. (2012). Why understand research on college choice? In National 

Association for College Admission Counsel (Eds.), Fundamentals of college admissions 

counseling: A textbook for graduate students and practicing counselors. Kendall Hunt 

Publishing. 



 
 

118 

Hossler, D., Braxton, J., and Coopersmith, G. (1989). Understanding student college choice. In J. 

Smart (Ed.), Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research (Vol. 5, pp. 231-288). 

Agathon. 

Hossler, D., Schmit, J., and Vesper, N. (1999). Going to College: How Social, Economic, and 

Educational Factors Influence the Decisions Students Make. Johns Hopkins University 

Press.  

Hudley, C., Moschetti, R., Gonzalez, A., Cho, S., Barry, L. & Kelly, M., (2009). College 

freshmen’s perceptions of their high school experiences. Journal of Advanced Academics, 

20(3), 438-471.  

Jackson, J. & Kurlaender, M. (2014). College readiness and college completion at broad access 

four-year institutions. American Behavioral Scientist, 58(8), 947-971. doi: 

10.1177/0002764213515229.  

Jacobs, J. (1996). Gender inequality and higher education. Annual Review of Sociology, 22,153-

85. 

Jæger, M. M. (2009). Equal access but unequal outcomes: Cultural capital and educational 

choice in a meritocratic society.  Social Forces, 87,1943-1971. 

Johnson, H., Cuellar Mejia, M., & Bohn, S. (2015). Will California run out of college graduates? 

Public Policy Institute of California. https://www.ppic.org/publication/will-california-

run-out-of-college-graduates/ 

Johnson, H., Bohn, S., Cuellar Mejia, M. (2019, October). Higher education in California: 

Meeting California’s workforce needs. Public Policy Institute of California. 

Johnson, H., Cook, K., & Cuellar Mejia, M. (2017, June). Meeting California’s Need for College 

Graduates. Public Policy Institute of California. 



 
 

119 

Kao, G. & Thompson, J. (2003). Racial and ethnic stratification in educational achievement and 

attainment. Annual Review of Sociology, 29(1), 417-442.  

Katsillis, J. & Rubinson, R. (1990). Cultural capital, student achievement, and educational 

reproduction: The case of Greece. American Sociological Review, 55, 270-279. 

Kern Community College District (2018). https://www.kccd.edu/.  

Kern County, California; California. (2018, July 1). United States Census Bureau. 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/kerncountycalifornia,CA/PST045218. 

Kiyama, J. M., & Rios-Aguilar, C. (Eds.). (2018). Funds of knowledge in higher education: 

Honoring students’ cultural experiences and resources as strengths. Routledge. 

Kurlaender, M., Reed, S., Cohen, K., Naven, M., Martorell, F., & Carrell, S. (2018, December). 

Where California high school students attend college [Report]. Policy Analysis for 

California Education. https://edpolicyinca.org/publications/where-california-high-school-

students-attend-college.  

Kurlaender, M., Reed., S., Grosz, M., Mathias, J., & Hughes, K. (2021, October). A Foot in the 

door: Growth in Participation and Equity in Dual Enrollment in California [Report]. UC 

Davis School of Education. 

https://education.ucdavis.edu/sites/main/files/wheelhouse_research_brief_vol_6_no_7_fi

nal.pdf.  

Lareau, A. (1987). Social class differences in family-school relationships: The importance of 

cultural capital. Sociology of Education, 60, 73-85.  

Lareau, A. (2001). Linking Bourdieu's concept of capital to the broader field: The case of family-

school relationships. In B. J. Biddle (Ed.), Social class, poverty, and education: Policy 

and practice (pp. 77-100). RoutlegeFalmer. 



 
 

120 

Lareau, A. (2003). Unequal childhoods. Class, race, and family life. University of California 

Press. 

Lamont, M., & Lareau, A. (1988). Cultural capital: Allusions, gaps and glissandos in recent 

theoretical developments. Sociological Theory, 153-168. 

Lareau, A., & Weininger, E.B. (2003). Cultural capital in educational research: A critical 

assessment. Theory and Society, 32, 567–606. 

https://doi.org/10.1023/B:RYSO.0000004951.04408.b0.  

Lee, J.-S., & Bowen, N. K. (2006). Parent involvement, cultural capital, and the achievement gap 

among elementary school children. American Educational Research Journal, 43(2), 193–

218. https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312043002193.  

MacLeod, J. (2009). Ain’t no makin’ it: Aspirations and attainment in a low-income 

neighborhood. Westview Press.  

Martinez, M., & Klopott, S. (2005). The link between high school reform and college access and 

success for low-income and minority youth. American Youth Policy Forum and Pathways 

to College Network. 

http://www.aypf.org/publications/HSReformCollegeAccessandSuccess.  

Maxwell, J. (2013). Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach (3rd Ed.). Sage 

Publications. 

McClafferty, K. A., McDonough, P. M., & Fann, A. (2001). Parent involvement in the college 

planning process [Paper presentation]. Annual Conference of the Association for the 

Study of Higher Education, Richmond, VA. 

McDonough, P. M. (1997). Choosing colleges: How social class and schools structure 

opportunity. State University of New York Press. 



 
 

121 

McDonough, P., Korn, J., & Yamasaki, E. (1997). Access, equity and the privatization of college 

counseling. Review of Higher Education, 20, 297–317.  

McDonough, P., Perez, L., Fann, A., Tobolowsky, B., Smith, M., Teranishi, R., et al. (2000). 

Parent involvement programs in education: Best research and practices. Los Angeles: 

University of California, Los Angeles, GEAR-UP State Support Systems for Families 

Implementation Committee. 

McDonough, P. (2004). Counseling matters: Knowledge, assistance, and organizational 148 

commitment in college preparation. In W. G. Tierney, Z. B. Corwin and J. E. Colyar 

(Eds.) Preparing for College: Nine Elements of Effective Outreach (pp. 69-87). SUNY 

Press.  

McDonough, P. (2005). Counseling and college counseling in America and prospects. 

Washington, DC: National Association for College Admission Counseling. 

Merriam, S. B. & Tisdell, E.J (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 

implementation. John Wiley & Sons. 

Mitra, D. (2011, June 27). Pennsylvania’s best investment: The social and economic benefits of 

public education. Pennsylvania State University 

Monk-Turner, E. (2003, March). The returns to education and degrees. Educational Research 

Quarterly, 26(3), 45-55.  

Montell, G. (2020, January 8). Getting to & throughcCollege: The benefits of taking advanced 

coursework. The Education Trust..  

National Center for Education Statistics (1988). National education longitudinal study of 1988: a 

profile of the American eighth grader (NELS: 88) [Data file and code book]. Retrieved 

November 18, 2021 from https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/nels88/.  



 
 

122 

Noeth, R. J., & Wimberly, G. L. (2002). Creating seamless educational transitions for urban 

African American and Hispanic students. ACT. 

Pascarella, E. T., Pierson, C. T., Wolniak, G. C., & Terenzini, P. T. (2004). First-generation 

college students: Additional evidence on college experiences and outcomes. Journal of 

Higher Education, 75(3), 249-284. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2004.11772256.  

Perez, L.X. (1999). The interface of individual, structural, and cultural constructs in Latino 

parents’ effort to support their children in planning for college. University of California, 

Los Angeles. 

Perna, L. (2000). Differences in the decision to attend college among African Americans, 

Hispanics, and Whites. Journal of Higher Education, 71(2), 117-141. 

Perna, L. (2004). Impact of student aid program design, operations, and marketing on the 

formation of family college-going plans and resulting college-going behaviors of 

potential students. The Education Resources Institute, Inc. (TERI). 

Perna, L. (2006). Studying college choice: A proposed conceptual model. In J. C. Smart (Ed.), 

Higher education: Handbook of theory and research (Vol. 21, pp. 99–157). Kluwer 

Academic Publishers. 

Pishghadam, R. & Zabihi, R. (2011). Parental education and social and cultural capital in 

academic achievement. International Journal of English Linguistics, 1(2), 50-57. 

1.10.5539/ijel.v1n2p50. 

Reid, M. J., & Moore, J. L. (2008). College readiness and academic preparation for 

postsecondary education: oral histories of first-generation urban college students. Urban 

Education, 43(2), 240–261. 



 
 

123 

Robinson, R. & Garnier, M. (1985). Class reproduction among men and women in France: 

Reproduction theory on its home ground. American Journal of Sociology, 91, 250-280. 

Rodriguez, O. & Gao, N. (2021, October). Dual enrollment in California: Promoting equitable 

student access and success. Public Policy Institute of California. 

Saunders, M. & Serna, I. (2004). Making college happen: The college experiences of first-

generation Latino students. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 3(2), 146-163 

Terenzini, P., Springer, L., Yaeger, P., Pascarella, E., & Nora, A. (1996). First generation college 

students: Characteristics, experiences, and cognitive development. Research in Higher 

Education, 37, 1–22. 

Thomas, S., & Perna, L. (2004). The opportunity agenda: A reexamination of postsecondary 

reward and opportunity. In J.C. Smart (Ed.), Higher education: Handbook of theory and 

research (Vol. 19, pp. 43-84). Kluwer Academic Publishers.  

Titus, M. (2006). Understanding the influence of the financial context of institutions on student 

persistence at four-year colleges and universities. Journal of Higher Education, 77, 353-

375. 

Trusty, J. & Brown, D. (2005). Advocacy competencies for professional school counselors. 

Professional School Counseling, 8, 259-265. 

US. Census Bureau (2020). U.S. Census Bureau releases new educational attainment data. 

https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2020/educational-attainment.html.  

Van de Water, G., Krueger, C. (2002). P-16 Education. ERIC Digest. ERIC Clearinghouse on 

Educational Management. 



 
 

124 

Venezia, A., Kirst, M., & Antonio, A. (2003). Betraying the college dream: How disconnected 

K-12 and postsecondary systems undermine student aspirations. The Stanford Institute 

for Higher Education Research. 

Venezia, A., & Kirst, M. W. (2005). Inequitable opportunities: How current education systems 

and policies undermine the chances for student persistence and success in college. 

Educational Policy, 19(2), 283–307. https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904804274054.  

Warburton, E. C., Bugarin, R., & Nunez, A. M. (2001). Bridging the gap: Academic preparation 

and postsecondary success of first-generation students (Rep. No. NCES 2001-153). U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.  

Warren, P., Gao, N., Hill, L., & Lafortune, J. (2020). California’s future: K-12 education. Public 

Policy Institute of California. 

Watt, K., Huerta, J., & Lozano, A. (2007). A comparison study of AVID and GEAR UP: 10th-

grade students in two high schools in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas. Journal of 

Education for Students Placed at Risk (JESPAR), 12(2,) 185-212. 

10.1080/10824660701261136. 

Welton, A. D., & Martinez, M. A. (2013). Coloring the college pathway: A more culturally 

responsive approach to college readiness and access for students of color in secondary 

schools. Urban Review, 46, 197-223. 

Wiley, A., Wyatt, J., & Camara, W. (2011). The development of a multidimensional college 

readiness index [Research report]. College Board. 




