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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Divergent Paths to Elite Degrees: An Examination of the Factors Impacting Attrition among 

Minority Students Enrolled in Elite Colleges in the U.S. 

 

by 

Annie C. Lee 

Doctor of Philosophy in Sociology 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2018 

Professor Jennifer Elizabeth Brand, Chair 

The unique institutional setting and structure of elite colleges provide equally unique 

opportunities and pathways to elite degrees. While the multi-faceted benefits of elite college 

attendance have been well documented in the literature, (Brand and Halaby 2006; Reardon et al. 

2012; Hout 2012) there is also evidence to suggest that elite colleges serve as institutional sorting 

grounds for the reproduction and the perpetuation of social inequalities (Espenshade and Radford 

2009; Massey et al. 2003). This dissertation examines the factors that impact and serve as 

protective sources against likelihoods of dropping out among students in selective and elite 

institutions in the U.S. 
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Growing achievement gaps and divergent pathways to educational outcomes have 

prompted researchers to evaluate how non-cognitive skills may function in compensatory ways 

to ameliorate educational disparities. While the impacts of non-cognitive skills have recently 

gained traction among both scholars and policymakers alike, there lacks a definitive consensus in 

terms of which non-cognitive skills are more impactful relative to other non-cognitive skills, and 

the extent to which such non-cognitive factors affect college completion. Chapter 1 uses the 

National Longitudinal Study of Freshmen (NLSF) to uncover which non-cognitive skills are 

most salient for college persistence among students enrolled in selective and elite institutions, 

and evaluates the extent to which such skills differentially shape pathways to persistence across 

racial and ethnic categories. Results indicate that academic self-confidence, self-esteem, and 

academic behaviors derived from substantive effort consistently impact persistence among 

students enrolled in selective and elite institutions. Students of color who exhibit academic 

behaviors involving more frequent faculty interactions were less likely to experience attrition, 

suggesting that activation of cultural knowledge in navigating the unique social and academic 

milieu of the selective institution is instrumental for the trajectories towards educational success 

among minority students. 

Over the course of the last decade, the growing Latino population in the US has 

experienced important changes with regards to educational outcomes. Although the proportion of 

Latinos aged 18-24 enrolling in both 2-year and 4-year colleges have continued to increase, 

Latinos continue to lag other groups in bachelor degree attainment. These persistent gaps in 

educational attainment within higher education have prompted scholars to explore how various 

social forces, such as the differential impacts of coethnic social support systems, contribute to 

these divergent educational trajectories. Debates persist regarding the impact of coethnic social 
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support systems and relationships on educational outcomes such as academic performance, 

college adjustment, and psychological adjustment levels among racial and ethnic minority 

college students. Does social support generated through coethnic interpersonal relationships 

facilitate positive educational outcomes by further bolstering aspirations, commitments, and 

ethnic identities, or does it thwart racial and ethnic minority students by exacerbating the social 

distance experienced by these groups within the institutional context? Chapter 2 strives to 

adjudicate these issues by exploring how, and to what extent, various types of coethnic social 

support systems and relationships impact persistence among Latino and Latina students in the 

selective and elite college context. Using data from the National Longitudinal Study of Freshmen 

(NLSF), I find that the strength of coethnic relationships and ties matter, and that these effects 

are especially pronounced among Latina students. 

While their exceptional levels of educational attainment have popularly granted Asian 

Americans their model minority status, recent work on the mental health of Asian American 

college students shows that they are afflicted with poor mental health indicators varying in 

severity and symptomatology. Accordingly, high rates of suicide ideation, distress, depression, 

and anxiety among Asian American adolescents and young adults have prompted researchers to 

rigorously evaluate the extent to which protective factors, namely, social support systems, 

moderate the deleterious effects of poor mental health across a wide spectrum of psychosocial 

and academic outcomes. Using data from the National Longitudinal Study of Freshmen (NLSF), 

Chapter 3 applies the buffering hypothesis to evaluate the types (perceived vs. received) and 

sources (parent vs. peer) of social support that moderate the effects of depressive symptoms 

among Asian American college students enrolled in selective and elite institutions. My results 

indicate that both perceived and received forms of social support moderate the effects of 
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depressive symptoms on persistence. However, when delineating across sources of social 

support, only perceived and received forms of social support from peer networks were found to 

moderate the harmful effects of depressive symptoms on persistence, suggesting that among 

Asian American students, contextual and cultural factors may shape the dynamics ways in which 

social support systems are recognized and utilized in the university context. 
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 1 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Knowledge is power. Without education, you’d have nothing. With education, you can 

do and say whatever you want, but you need to understand this society out here. That’s 

the bottom line….Without that education, that’s the struggle. Unfortunately, I was not 

able to go to college and increase my knowledge, but I do the best I can for my children. I 

count my blessings. For them I want better.” 

-Lisa, a working-class Bostonian, The Hidden Cost of Being African 

American (Shapiro p.162) 

  

It is well known that a college degree impacts both economic and social facets of 

individuals’ life chances, most notably functioning to generate labor market success, increased 

family stability, improved health, and enhanced social connections (Hout 2012; Douglass 2009; 

Baum and Ma 2007). College graduates are not only significantly more likely to achieve high 

socioeconomic well-being compared to high school graduates, but are more likely to report 

higher overall life quality and happiness (Kingston et al. 2003; Hout 2012).  

The multifaceted benefits of attending very selective or elite institutions are likewise 

profound (Reardon et al. 2012). Obtaining a degree from an elite institution has high positive 

economic returns and effects on occupational status, labor market outcomes, and likelihoods of 

attending graduate school at a major research institution (Brand and Halaby 2006; Reardon et al. 
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2012; Eide et al. 1998). In addition to these economic benefits, students attending elite colleges 

are more likely to be embedded in social networks characterized by prestige and affluence, and 

are more likely to experience disproportionately higher levels of cultural and social capital gains 

throughout the course of their lives (Reardon et al. 2012).  

Though elite and selective institutions may be thought to be relatively homogenous due 

to their matriculation of highly accomplished students on a variety of dimensions, they are not 

exempt from various stratification processes evident across stages of college admissions, college 

attendance, and college graduation (Espenshade and Radford 2009). Given the extensive 

recognized benefits of elite college attendance by both scholars and policymakers alike, the 

existence and persistence of deep racial cleavages in economic and social gains that are 

manifested in these institutions is important for understanding this reproduction of social 

inequality (Espenshade and Radford 2009). Espenshade and Radford’s (2009) rigorous analysis 

of elite colleges is an authoritative source that highlights three major strands of inequalities that 

pervade selective and elite institutions. First, elite institutions function in perpetuating the 

intergenerational transmission of inequality by transmitting greater opportunities via elite 

colleges to those who already come from privileged backgrounds due to the rising costs of 

attending college and shifting financial aid policies that ultimately disadvantage students from 

low income families (Espenshade and Radford 2009). Second, elite institutions generate social 

inequalities through limited social interactions, where White students are most likely to interact 

exclusively with other White students relative to other racial or ethnic groups, while being least 

likely to engage in cross racial interactions on campus (Espenshade and Radford 2009). These 

racially and ethnically unidimensional social interactions and social networks not only increase 

the social distance that exists between and across various racial and ethnic groups and create 
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distinct racial climates, but also thwart holistic learning opportunities that can be facilitated 

through increased racial and ethnic diversity on campus (Espenshade and Radford 2009). Finally, 

achievement gaps across race, that have existed prior to elite college attendance have been 

shown to persist across students’ academic endeavors, suggesting the effects of cumulative 

disadvantage that impact academic progress and degree attainment (Espenshade and Radford 

2009). While students who matriculate in selective and elite institutions are more likely to 

graduate in six years, there are disparities in graduation rates when disaggregating by race. For 

instance, six-year graduation rates by race and social class in elite and selective colleges and 

institutions indicate that while Asian and White students exhibit the highest rates of graduation 

(92% and 89% respectively), Latino and Black students face gaps in graduation rates--88% and 

78% respectively. Espenshade and Radford (2009) find that even when pre-college academic 

factors and social background characteristics are controlled for, Latino and Black students have 

lower graduation rates and class ranks relative to White and Asian students. Despite the gaps in 

graduation rates experiences by Latino and Black students at selective and elite institutions, less 

work has been devoted to empirically evaluating individual level factors associated with college 

persistence and attainment across race within this context.  

 

Principal Theoretical Models of Educational Departure in Higher Education 

The national attrition rate in higher education has raised concern among academic 

officials and policymakers, even deeming efforts to ameliorate such an issue as a “War on 

Attrition” (Thelin 2010). Such concerns have motivated scholars to advance various theoretical 

models in order to examine the impacts of pre-college characteristics and factors external to the 

institution in predicting the likelihood of dropping out of college (Stratton et al. 2007; Desjardins 
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et al. 1998). Tinto’s (1975) student integration model is one of the principal theoretical models 

incorporated in scholarly works analyzing the complex relationships between the micro (student) 

and the macro (the institution), and their effects on persistence throughout higher educational 

careers. Tinto’s (1975) student integration model maintains strong theoretical derivations from 

Durkheim’s Theory of Suicide as well as Spady’s (1970) student dropout process model. Tinto 

(1975) contends that analogous to the likelihood of suicide occurring in situations in which 

insufficient moral value integration and insufficient collective integration into the greater social 

structure exist, processes of dropping out of college function in a similar fashion—the lack of 

social integration into the wider college system in addition to minimal commitment to such a 

system dually impact students’ decisions to drop out of college in order to pursue alternative 

paths. Furthermore, Tinto posits that the likelihood of persisting through college is a function of 

the match between the institution’s academic and social characteristics and the student’s 

commitments, ability, and aspirations (Stratton et al. 2007). This contention is theoretically 

derived from Becker’s (1964) human capital model in which a cost benefit analysis is reflected 

in individuals’ fluctuating commitments and motivations in the process of obtaining a college 

degree. 

Bean’s student attrition model extends Tinto’s Student Integration Model by incorporating 

beliefs and attitudes that impact intentions of dropping out versus staying enrolled in college. Unlike 

the student integration model, which incorporates institutional characteristics and its relationship with 

individual level aspirations and intentions, the student attrition model emphasizes the role of non-

institutional, external factors that shape educational trajectories, including an emphasis on 

psychosocial factors of college persistence behaviors (Eaton and Bean 1995; Stratton et al. 2007). 

Bean’s earlier (1983) model highlighted the impact of the effect of attitudes regarding school on the 
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intent to leave the institution, in which intent was found to have a strong effect on attrition from 

college. Building on this model, Bean’s recent model (1990) integrates and highlights the role of 

background characteristics on student’s social and academic integration into the social fabric of the 

institution, where academic and social integration in addition to institutional characteristics impact 

attitudes, which in turn affect the overall commitment and fit between the institution’s offerings and 

the student’s aspirations (Eaton and Bean 1995). Beyond these major theoretical modes of students’ 

departures in college, scholars have examined the joint effects of individual level psychosocial factors 

and academic self-efficacy on academic success and persistence in college (Hacket et al. 1992; Torres 

and Solberg 2001; Zajacova et al. 2005). In prior studies examining these dual effects on college 

academic success and retention particularly among immigrant and minority students, scholars have 

find that though self-efficacy renders a strong positive effect on college grades and course credit 

accumulation, self-efficacy has no effect on college persistence, suggesting that racial minority, 

immigrant college students in these studies dropped out of college due to reasons unrelated to their 

aspirations, or beliefs regarding their abilities to fulfill rigorous academic demands (Zajacova et al. 

2005; Torres and Solberg 2001). 

 

Inequalities in Education: Cultural and Social Capital 

According to Bourdieu (1986), cultural capital explains the differential educational 

achievement patterns found among individuals across socioeconomic backgrounds. This type of 

capital, according to Bourdieu, furnishes individuals from higher socioeconomic backgrounds 

with more education, skills, and knowledge, thus creating a stratified social order (Bourdieu 

1986). Parents provide their children with knowledge, goods, and skills as a means for furthering 

their education, and this accumulation of cultural capital through time and habitus symbolically 
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profits children (Bourdieu 1986). Thus, cultural capital accumulated throughout time establishes 

a collective identity defined by shared attitudes, tastes, and knowledge, which can further create 

and perpetuate social inequalities. According to Bourdieu, cultural capital can be identified by 

three unique states: embodied, objectified, and institutionalized states. The embodied state refers 

to “The accumulation of culture in the embodied state, in the form of what is called culture, 

cultivation, Bildung, presupposed a process of embodiment, incorporation, which insofar as it 

implies a labor of inculcation and assimilation, costs time, time which must be invested 

personally by the investor” (Bourdieu 1986). The embodied state of cultural capital thus implies 

that socialization and learned behaviors and tastes are transmitted and accumulated both 

consciously and actively. In the embodied state of cultural capital, individuals possess “cultural 

competence,” which further yields symbolic value and creates distinction between classes 

(Bourdieu 1986). The objectified state refers to tangible goods and objects that return symbolic 

and economic profits. The last form of cultural capital, the institutionalized state, refers to 

academic qualifications and credentials that symbolize higher levels of authority and power 

(Bourdieu 1986).  

Bourdieu extends his conceptual apparatus encompassing cultural capital, habitus, and 

field by metaphorically aligning it to a game (Bourdieu 1998). Where cultural capital refers to 

resources that are valued in a game, habitus is a transferable and durable set of dispositions 

derived, or the “feel for the game,” that individuals activate and utilize in the field, or the 

structure of social positions constructed and bolstered by a set of power relationships (Bourdieu 

1998).  Bourdieu draws on the theoretical tenets of conflict theory to suggest that the 

reproduction of intergenerational social inequality persists in the domain of education, when 

students from marginalized backgrounds lack the cultural knowledge and thus the habitus to 
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successfully navigate an educational field that systematically values, rewards, and promotes the 

cultural knowledge dominant in the middle and upper class (Bourdieu 1998; Massey et al. 2003).  

Alongside cultural capital, Bourdieu’s conception of social capital within the domain of 

education refers to the aggregate or potential resources embedded within social networks 

constructed by institutionalized relationships that create the basis for material or symbolic forms 

of exchange (Bourdieu 1986; Dika and Singh 2002). Bourdieu’s (1986) conception of social 

capital is constituted by the volume of capital collectively inherent in the network or 

relationships, in addition to the quality and quantity of the resources possessed by each 

individual. Drawing on theories of symbolic power and social reproduction, Bourdieu discusses 

the ways in which the maintenance and accumulation of social capital is a way through which the 

privileged class maintains power and group solidarity to further distinguish itself as the dominant 

group (Dika and Singh 2002). While Coleman’s (1988) conception of social capital analogously 

emphasizes the role of social networks and the structure of relations, Coleman stresses the 

function of social capital: “Social capital is defined by its function. It is not a single entity by a 

variety of different entities, with two element in common: they all consist of some aspect of 

social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of actors—whether persons or corporate 

actors—within the structure” (Coleman 198, p.s98). Coleman posits that intergenerational 

closure through the maintenance of norms and social control enforced through increased parental 

involvement is crucial for social capital accumulation. In line with this contention, the extent to 

which parents show increased involvement with children’s education, through school activities 

and interactions with teachers and other parents generate norms and social constraints that 

facilitate particular behaviors that are conducive for successful educational outcomes (Coleman 

1992; McNeal 1999). While social networks and relations are central to the conceptual 
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grounding of social capital advanced by both Bourdieu and Coleman, Bourdieu’s work stems 

from Marx’s theoretical framework which stresses the extent to which structural constraints 

facilitate the social reproduction of inequality, while elements of Coleman’s discussion of social 

capital as positive social control largely stems from a structural-functionalist framework.   

Research Overview 

The overall purpose of this dissertation is to provide a comprehensive empirical analysis 

of how various social dimensions at the individual level impact attrition among minority students 

enrolled in selective and elite colleges. Drawing on the theoretical models previously 

summarized, this dissertation evaluates the effects of non-cognitive skills, social support 

systems, and the buffering effects of social support systems among students of color to highlight 

how such factors contribute to the reproduction of social inequality in the upper echelons of 

higher education. 

The dataset used in this dissertation is the National Longitudinal Study of Freshmen 

(NLSF). The NLSF was created in order to evaluate longstanding theoretical explanations 

illuminating minority students’ academic and social experiences in college, with the ultimate 

task of highlighting processes that exacerbate minority underachievement in higher education. In 

doing so, the NLSF incorporated a breadth of variables that captured social, psychological, 

demographic, and academic dimensions at both the pre-college and college-specific stages of 

students’ educational trajectories. The NLSF contains 3924 respondents, with equal sized 

samples of White, Black, Latino, and Asian students enrolled in 28 selective and elite colleges 

and institutions across the US. Six waves of data were collected from Fall 1999 until a post-

graduate follow up in Spring 2004. The face-to-face baseline survey collected information 

regarding various facets of respondents’ neighborhoods, schools, and families prior to enrolling 
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in college, and also collected information on psychosocial variables such as motivations, 

aspirations, and attitudes pertaining to both their academic and social experiences.  

The NLSF data have several major strengths. The NLSF was created by Massey and 

colleagues in order to evaluate long standing theoretical explanations pertaining to minority 

students’ academic and social experiences in college, while highlighting processes that 

exacerbate minority underachievement in higher education. In doing so, the NLSF incorporated a 

breadth of variables that captured social, psychological, demographic, and academic dimensions 

at both the pre-college and college-specific stages of students’ educational trajectories. 

Subsequent surveys took place in the form of telephone interviews each spring, and students who 

transferred to other institutions and those who dropped out of college were followed and retained 

in following data collection periods. The overall retention rate in the survey is also very high: 

86% of respondents were retained in the final sample. 

This dissertation is organized as follows:  

Chapter 1 evaluates which non-cognitive skills are most salient for college persistence 

among students enrolled in selective and elite institutions, and assesses the extent to which such 

skills differentially shape pathways to degree attainment across racial and ethnic lines. While life 

success particularly in the context of early childhood education is frequently linked to the 

development of cognitive skills, recent research highlights the role and functions of non-

cognitive skills and socioemotional attributes that complement, sustain, and advance learning. 

This chapter utilizes an event history model to evaluate the extent to which academic self-

confidence, self-esteem, and academic behaviors impact persistence among students enrolled in 

selective and elite colleges. Results indicate that as expected, higher levels of self-confidence, 

self-esteem, and academic behaviors are associated with lower likelihoods of drop out; however, 
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students of color who exhibit academic behaviors involving more frequent faculty interactions 

are less likely to drop out of college, suggesting that the institutional structure and emerging 

cultural norms uniquely inherent in selective and elite institutions contribute to processes of 

inequalities that shape divergent educational trajectories. 

Chapter 2 evaluates how, and to what extent, various types of coethnic social support 

systems and interpersonal networks of relationships impact persistence among Latino and Latino 

students. Long standing debates surrounding the effects of coethnic social support systems on 

various academic and non-academic outcomes have explored whether social support sustained 

through coethnic interpersonal relationships facilitate positive educational outcomes through 

enhancing commitments, aspirations, and ethnic identities, or inhibit the academic outcomes of 

racial and ethnic minority students by exacerbating social distances from other groups within a 

predominantly white institutional context. This chapter utilizes a multilevel logistic regression 

model to estimate the effects of various types of coethnic social systems (strong versus weak 

ties) on persistence when disaggregating by gender. Results from this chapter indicate that 

coethnic social support systems characterized by coethnic strong tie relationships are negatively 

associated with likelihoods of attrition among Latino students, and that these effects are 

particularly pronounced among Latina students. Taken together, these findings suggest that 

beyond ethnic social capital formation, the quality, or strength of the coethnic interpersonal 

relationship is a salient resource that may function as a protective factor established by mutual 

understandings of the nuanced experiences dictated by multiple identities: firstly, as a Latino, 

and secondly, as a Latino enrolled in a predominantly white institution. This chapter’s findings 

further imply that coethnic social support systems have varied effects across intersectional 

identities traversing across gender and ethnicity. 
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Chapter 3 extends the theoretical considerations of the preceding chapter by evaluating 

the effects of social support systems to hinge on the perceptions and functions of peer and parent 

relationships. This chapter tests the buffering hypothesis to assess how perceived and received 

forms of social support from parents and peers moderate the effects of depressive symptoms 

among Asian American students. Despite the exceptionally favorable educational and academic 

outcomes exhibited by Asian Americans overall, recent work elucidating the effects of poor 

mental health indicators among Asian Americans’ mental health outcomes vis-à-vis other groups 

complicate their ascribed status as the model minority. In this chapter, I test the buffering 

hypothesis to evaluate how various types (perceived versus received) of social support systems 

and sources (parent versus peer) moderate the effects of depressive symptoms on the likelihood 

of dropping out among Asian American college students in the NLSF. Results indicate that 

overall, both perceived and received forms of social support systems function to buffer the 

deleterious effects of depressive symptoms on attrition, but when disaggregating across sources 

of support, social support received and perceived from peer networks were associated with lower 

likelihoods of dropping out. These results suggest that the effects of social support systems 

vacillate across situational contexts, and that peer networks instrumentally serve as protective 

forces among Asian American college students. 
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Chapter 1 

Soft Skills, Big Impacts? An Examination of the Effects of Non-Cognitive Skills on College 

Persistence Among Students Enrolled in Selective and Elite Colleges 

Introduction 

James Heckman (2013) alludes to the inevitability of unequal life chances as he writes, 

“The accident of birth is a principle source of inequality in America.” The divergent pathways to 

educational outcomes and the nuanced processes of inequality that complicate these pathways 

have prompted scholars and policymakers alike to examine how skill enhancing early 

environments and interventions can ameliorate the growing gaps in academic achievement. 

While it is well established in the literature that cognitive skills and capacities saliently shape 

educational and labor market outcomes, recent work evaluating the functions of non-cognitive 

skills suggest that non-cognitive skills exert strong influences on impacting various life outcomes 

(Chetty et al. 2011; Cunha and Heckman 2009; Heckman et al. 2006; Hsin and Xie 2014; 

Duncan and Magnuson 2011; Lleras 2008).   

Non-cognitive skills are broadly defined as personality attributes characterized by 

“patterns of thought, feelings, and behavior” (Borghans et al. 2008). This term has been 

frequently utilized as an umbrella term that refers to the behavioral or socio-emotional skills that 

are fluid components of an individual's disposition, rather than being characterized by skills that 

are rooted in cognitive functioning developed through conceptual understandings (Garcia 2014). 

Unlike some cognitive skills, such as IQ, which experiences a leveling off throughout the life 
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course, non-cognitive skills are more fluid and malleable, which allows for the active 

development of these skills that become particularly advantageous in earlier stages of cognitive 

and social development (Bloom 1964; Garcia 2014; Borghans et al. 2008).  

Though the terms “non-cognitive” vis-a-vis “cognitive skills” may imply that these skills 

are conceptually disparate, they are very much interrelated and complementary through the ways 

in which they function to shape academic outcomes. For example, academic behaviors, such as 

completing assignments, participating in class, organizing school materials, and self-motivated 

studying, have indirect and direct impacts on grades (Farrington et al. 2012). Furthermore, 

success on intelligence tests not only depends on the cognitive capacities of the individual, but 

also on non-cognitive skills such as motivation, focus, and conscientiousness that are 

instrumental for the completion of such tasks (Borghans et al. 2008; Bjorklund-Young 2016). 

Thus, the ways in which non-cognitive skills serve as a dynamic platform for cognitive learning 

processes and the ways in which non-cognitive and cognitive skills complement and bolster each 

other is the integral conceptual grounding for Heckman’s (2008) seminal argument that “skills 

beget skills.” 

This study aims to identify the impacts of non-cognitive factors, namely self-esteem, self-

efficacy, self-confidence, and academic behaviors on the retention of students enrolled in elite 

colleges and universities. Though a wide array of scholarly work has been devoted to 

highlighting how various non-cognitive skills impact academic performance and outcomes 

within the primary and secondary educational context in the US, less is known about how such 

non-cognitive factors have relative impacts on persistence within the higher educational context. 

Furthermore, while the impacts of non-cognitive skills, particularly growth mindsets, tenacity, 

and grit (Duckworth and Seligman 2017; Duckworth), have recently gained traction among both 
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scholars and policymakers alike, there lacks a definitive consensus in terms of which non-

cognitive skills are more impactful relative to other non-cognitive skills, and the extent to which 

such non-cognitive skills affect college completion. Lastly, a vast amount of both qualitative and 

quantitative research has been devoted to elucidating the various factors which impact non-

cognitive skills among minority students in ways that shape academic performance, but less is 

known about whether certain non-cognitive skills impart differential effects across race on 

college completion. This paper seeks to address the existing cleavages in the current landscape of 

research by exploring the following research questions: Which non-cognitive skills are most 

important for college persistence? Do particular non-cognitive skills have differential effects on 

college persistence across race? 

Academic Mindsets and Educational Achievement 

Self-Esteem  

Self-esteem, generally conceptualized as an orientation encompassing an “individual’s 

conscious beliefs, opinions, attitudes, values and feelings for oneself” (Rosenberg and Simmons 

1971), has been found to have important effects on various outcomes that impact one’s 

opportunities for mobility, particularly through the dimensions of educational and labor market 

outcomes. Self-esteem consists of two principle dimensions: competence and worth, where the 

former refers to the extent to which individuals view themselves as able, and the latter refers to 

the extent to which individuals value who they are (Cast et al. 2002). Self-esteem can further be 

conceptualized to encapsulate domain-specific measures; global self-esteem refers to general 

attitudes and feelings about one’s self-worth on a holistic sense, whereas specific self-esteem 

refers to attitudes and feelings towards a specific facet, or object (Friedlander et al. 2007; 

Rosenberg et al. 1995). 
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Scholars posit that self-esteem is a crucial non-cognitive attribute that facilitates positive 

effects on behaviors promoting academic achievement by stimulating and sustaining higher 

degrees of effort, productivity, persistence through challenging periods, greater aspirations, and 

academic oriented behaviors promoting higher levels of educational attainment (de Araujo and 

Lagos 2013). Thus, self-esteem, as it relates specifically within the educational context, offers 

students a protective buffer during periods of academic failure that enables better coping 

mechanisms and strategies for retaining resilience during negative or unexpectedly disappointing 

experiences. (Leary et al. 1995; Stupinsky et al. 2007; Zeigler-Hill et al. 2013; Zeigler-Hill 

2011).  

Though the theoretical linkages between the functions of self-esteem and its relative 

impacts on educational outcomes have been widely evaluated by scholars from various 

disciplines, empirical studies evaluating the associations between self-esteem and academic 

outcomes yield inconsistent conclusions. For instance, self-esteem has been found to be 

significant predictors of various indicators of academic achievement, such as reading awareness, 

verbal achievement, and college adjustment (Bankston and Zhou 2002; Rahmani 2011; Purkey 

1979; Carr et al. 1991; Friendlander et al. 2007). Aspinwall and Taylor (1992) even find positive 

associations between self-esteem and higher aspirations and grades among college freshmen, 

after controlling for test scores. However, more recent empirical studies contend that self-esteem 

is a weak predictor of academic success; these studies have found that although higher levels of 

self-esteem are associated with higher levels of academic achievement, the differences in 

academic achievement between those with high levels of self-esteem relative to low levels of 

self-esteem are small (Zeigler-Hill et al. 2013; Stupinsky et al. 2013).          

Self-Efficacy 
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Social cognitive theory is predicated on the notion that focalizes self-efficacy as the 

driving motivational, agentic, and self-regulatory dimension that capacitates persistence during 

adversity and hardship (Komarraju et al. 2013; Bandura 1986). Self-efficacy is a multi-faceted 

construct in this process that encompasses proactivity, self-direction, and intentional orientation 

towards attainment of a goal that covers various forms and functions in domain specific ways 

(Bandura 2006). A well-established contention in the literature advances that within academic 

contexts, domain specific academic self-efficacy measures, rather than global self-efficacy 

measures serve as superior constructs that identify the relative beliefs that individuals orient 

toward a specific goal (Pajares 1996; Feldman et al. 2015).  Thus, if individuals hold certain 

beliefs regarding their capabilities to attain a certain goal, they will be motivated by such beliefs 

in a way that directly impacts their performance (Peguero and Shaffer 2015). The principle 

conceptual differentiation between self-efficacy and other psychosocial constructs, such as self-

esteem, rests upon the notion that while the former encompasses beliefs on actionable abilities, 

the latter involves beliefs regarding personal qualities (Rosen et al. 2010; Zimmerman 2000). 

In the academic domain, evidence highlighting the positive associations between self-

efficacy and academic performance measures has been compelling (Schunk 1991; Kommaraju et 

al. 2013; Chemers et al. 2001). Studies have shown that higher self-efficacy levels are associated 

with a wide array of educational measures, such as academic efforts, interests, and performance 

(Schunk 1984; Schunk 1989; Zimmerman et al. 1992). For instance, among undergraduates 

enrolled in science course, DiBenedetto and Bembenutty (2013) find that students whose self-

efficacy levels increased over the period of the school semester attained higher grades relative to 

students whose self-efficacy levels faced declines. Even further, in their meta-analysis. Robbins 

et al. (2004) conclude that academic self-efficacy and achievement motivations are the best 
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predictors of GPA. Beyond academic performance measures, academic self-efficacy is also 

associated with persistence in schooling, where higher levels of self-efficacy have been found to 

be associated with lower propensities of dropping out of school (Mena 2011; Peguero and 

Shaffer 2015). As a result of these findings, self-efficacy is widely understood and utilized 

within the psychology literature as the most robust predictor of academic outcomes. 

 

Academic Self Confidence  

Academic self-confidence is a measure of one’s confidence in his/her intellectual, 

academic, and cognitive capabilities that encompasses both general and domain specific 

measures of confidence (Laird 2005). Whereas general measures of self-confidence refer to 

personality related traits, academic self-confidence is a domain specific construct that refers to 

one’s beliefs in his or her abilities in a skillset (i.e. reading comprehension skills, critical thinking 

skills) within the educational context (Laird 2005). Because academic self- confidence can vary 

across academic capabilities shaped by recent experiences of failure and success, academic self-

confidence remains more dependent on the situational context relative to beliefs about overall 

levels of self-confidence (Zorkina et al. 2003; Vrugt et al. 1997). 

Scholars posit that academic self-confidence is one of the most salient predictors of 

academic performance, as students’ beliefs and mindsets about their abilities to succeed in an 

academic- oriented task drives the extent to which students persevere to achieve those goals, 

even if the path to their perceptions of success are challenged by various obstacles (Farrington et 

al. 2012). As such, individuals exhibit a tendency to persevere and sustain motivation in tasks 

that they have confidence in, while conversely avoiding those in which they lack confidence 

(Bandura 1986; Farrington et al. 2012).  
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Prior empirical work has consistently shown that academic self-confidence is a 

significant predictor for academic outcomes and performance; thus, scholars posit that academic 

self-confidence is the best predictor for a multitude of academic outcomes. (Kyllolen and 

Bertling 2013; Haywood 1992; Vrug et al. 1997). Direct positive relationships between academic 

self-confidence and an array of academic performance measures, such as math achievement 

scores, intelligence test scores, and logic skills have been well established in the literature 

(Zorkina et al. 2003; Kyllolen and Bertling 2013; Haywood 1992). In addition to its salient 

impacts on academic performance, academic self-confidence has been found to be one of the 

strongest predictors for retention as well as college GPA (Lotkowski et al. 2004). As such, 

Lotowski et al.(2004) stress the long term benefits of fostering and instilling academic self-

confidence in students for both retention and academic performance--while teaching students 

proficiency in course concepts generates short term benefits, instilling these abilities without 

complementarily building foundational aspects of self-confidence jeopardizes students’ 

persistence. 

 Furthermore, results from several studies underscore the malleable nature of academic 

self-confidence across various educational contexts, which imposes subsequent impacts on 

performance within academic spheres (Lovaglia et al. 1998; Vrugt et al. 1997; Zorkina et al. 

2003; Steele and Aronson 1995). For instance, in Zorkina et al’s (2003) study, university 

students from a liberal arts college were assigned to low confidence and high confidence groups, 

based on information they were provided about the nature and purpose of an intelligence test. 

While it was disclosed to students in the high confidence group that the forthcoming exam was 

constructed to measure the intelligence levels of high school students, students assigned to the 

low confidence group were instructed that the exam was designed to measure the intelligence of 



 

 21 

students from Ivy League institutions (Zorkina et al. 2013). The results from this study indicate 

that as expected by the authors, students primed for the high confidence group achieved higher 

scores on the cognitive test relative to those in the low confidence group, underscoring the 

malleability of confidence levels and subsequent academic performance across varying 

educational contexts (Zorkina et al. 2013).  

 

Academic Behaviors 

 Academic effort has been conceptually lodged in the academic engagement literature as a 

driving component that involves processes of both cognitive and behavioral engagement, where 

an individual's’ capacities to invest effort into the development and mastery of a particular 

activity, and the observable actions that individuals undertake, drive academic outcomes 

(Fredricks et al. 2004; Bozick and Dempsey 2010).  Though academic effort can be largely 

signaled through observable behaviors, the variability in the extent to which students exert effort 

can be conceptually examined through degree of effort and degree of specificity (Bozick and 

Dempsey 2010). Procedural effort refers to the task based efforts required in order for 

successfully completing an academic task, such as submitting assignments in on time and 

attending classes, while substantive effort refers to the engagement invested towards a task, such 

as exerting extra effort and taking on leadership roles on projects (Bozick and Dempsey 2010).  

 Prior research has indicated that academic behaviors have crucial impacts on educational 

outcomes, as academic behaviors become the mediator through which other non-cognitive 

factors are expressed (Farrington et al. 2012). Such findings confirm that both procedural effort 

and substantive effort have salient impacts on academic performance in direct and indirect forms.  
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Among the dimensions of procedural effort, class attendance has been found to exert the 

strongest effects on academic outcomes (Allensworth & Easton 2007; Farrington et al. 2012). 

For instance, in their study of Chicago public high school students, Allensworth and Easton 

(2007) find that just an additional week of class attendance was significantly associated with 

higher class passage rates, where students with test scores in higher quartile ranges with more 

absences passed fewer classes relative to students with test scores in the lowest quartile with 

better attendance records. Among the facets of substantive effort, extra time invested in 

homework has been found in the literature to have significant positive impacts on academic 

achievement (Peng and Wright 1994; Farrington et al. 2012; Keith 1982; Cooper 2006). Time 

devoted to homework has been shown to have significant impacts on school grades across 

achievement levels, even after controlling for ability and various background characteristics 

(Keith 1982; Farrington et al. 2012). Keith’s study (1982) on a nationally representative sample 

of high school seniors finds support for the remedial effects of time spent on homework on 

grades, where students with achievement test scores in the bottom third could raise their grades 

to match those of students with test scores in the top third, if they invested at least 10 hours to 

homework per week.       

Non-cognitive Skills Across Race 

A vast amount of research has shown that a wide array of non-cognitive factors have 

been instrumental in impacting the educational trajectories of minority college students 

(Krumwei et al. 2013; Lotkowski et al. 2004; Robbins et al. 2004). Among these non-cognitive 

factors, academic self-confidence has been found to be the strongest predictor of college 

retention, especially among students of color, and students from immigrant backgrounds (Nunez 

2009; Lotkowski et al. 2004). Bourdieu’s theory of cultural and social capital provides an 
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instrumental framework for explaining structural and individual level factors that impact 

students’ self-confidence. According to Bourdieu, social capital furnishes individuals from 

higher socioeconomic background with more education, skills, and knowledge, which creates a 

stratified social order; for instance, parents provide their children with knowledge, goods, and 

skills as a means for furthering their education, and this accumulation of cultural capital through 

time and habitus symbolically profits children (Bourdieu 1986; Sullivan 2002). In addition, 

access to financial resources, access to information relevant for educational choices, and access 

to social networks and social support systems that encourage students and offer valuable advice 

in their educational choices, have been shown to have significant, independent effects on college 

attendance (Nunez 2009; Stanton-Salazar 2004). Cultural capital, specifically in the forms of 

racial and ethnic curricular activities and resources, not only reaffirms minority students’ racial 

and ethnic identities within the context of the campus racial climate, but also provides support in 

challenging stereotype threat, which in turn increases academic self-confidence (Villalpando 

2009; Nunez 2009). 

In line with Bourdieu’s multiple capital framework and its effect on self-confidence, 

Latino students tend to exhibit lower levels of self-confidence in their intellectual and academic 

abilities relative to students of other racial and ethnic groups, which scholars have attributed to 

lack of mentoring opportunities, increased exposure to negative stereotypes, heightened 

experiences of discrimination stemming from racialization, and isolation that they 

disproportionately face (Hurtado and Carter 1997; Longerbeam et al. 2004; Nunez 2009; Brown 

and Hirschman 2006). Institutional factors, such as racial climate and the implementation of 

affirmative action policies practiced by institutions have also been shown to have effects on 
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Latino students’ academic self-confidence (Brown and Hirschman 2006; Nunez 2009; Hurtado 

and Ponjuan 2005). 

Furthermore, the theory of stereotype threat suggests that a lack of a relationship between 

academic self-esteem and global self-esteem can be expected to occur among African 

Americans, which renders a disidentification from their educational endeavors and a detachment 

of their self-esteem from their academic abilities (Thomas et al. 2012). Discrimination and racial 

prejudice on college campuses have been shown to impact Black students’ self-esteem in both 

social and academic domains. For instance, African American students have been found to be 

less likely to report positive experiences in social (as interacting with peers on campus at various 

events and informal interactions with instructors) and academic spheres (formal interactions with 

instructors and interactions with peers in academic settings) (Nora and Cabrera 1996). These 

experiences in their interactions have been widely attributed to perceptions of racial 

discrimination and prejudice, which leads to decreased levels of commitment to institutions, 

where students fail to see potentially valued outcomes (Nora Cabrera 1996).  

In more recent empirical work, Hsin and Xie (2014) explore various hypotheses that 

explain Asian Americans’ academic advantage over whites, and argue that Asian American 

students’ academic advantage over Whites can be attributed to the role of non-cognitive skills, 

namely, higher levels of academic efforts and motivation, rather than socio-demographic or 

cognitive attributes. However, as their study includes teachers’ reported ratings of students’ 

efforts and motivations, Zhou and Lee (2014) contend that this can introduce biases and 

inaccuracies in their estimation models, as prior work has shown that teachers and academic 

counselors base their assessments of Asian Americans’ academic abilities and work ethic 
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through widely held stereotypes about Asian American students’ exceptional academic 

performance. 

Data and Methods  

The data for this chapter comes from the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen 

(NLSF). The NLSF contains a rich array of information capturing childhood experiences, high 

school experiences, institutional characteristics, academic and financial aid information, labor 

market and academic related aspirations and motivations, and graduation and dropout 

information. The NLSF followed a cohort of 3924 first time college freshmen between the years 

1999-2003 (with 5 waves of data collection), enrolled in 28 selective colleges and universities 

across the United States falling into the following categories: Liberal Arts colleges, Private 

Research Universities, Public Research Universities, and Historically Black Colleges. The 

sampling frame for the NLSF included first time, US Citizen or resident alien freshmen enrolled 

in one of the participating universities.  

This chapter employs an event history logistic model, where the dependent variable is 

time to drop out. Dropping out of college is operationalized as leaving the institutions without re-

enrolling within the subsequent observational time period (DesJardins et al. 1999). As 

DesJardins and colleagues (1999) suggest, a second operationalization of dropping out was 

utilized as a robustness check, where students dropping out at any point within the first 3 years 

will be used as censored cases of dropouts, since we are limited in the observational time for 

individuals who drop out at these later college years. All analyses were conducted using Stata/SE 

13.0 Individual level pre-college background characteristics are derived from Wave 1 of the 

NLSF. Race variables are included as dummy variables, where the reference group is white. 

Foreign born status is a dummy variable, where 0=US born and 1=Foreign born. Socioeconomic 
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background is measured by parent’s education, namely, whether at least one parent is a college 

graduate; this variable is a dummy variable where 0=neither parent is a college graduate, and 

1=at least one parent is a college graduate. Type of high school and high school quality have 

been shown to be important controls to include in models assessing retention and educational 

attainment because academic oriented environments through peer culture have been instrumental 

in developing pro-school attitudes and behaviors (Legewie and DiPrete 2012). As such, the 

quality of high school variable is an indexed measure constructed by scaled scores measuring: 

teacher interest, teacher preparation, fairness of discipline with the classroom, and the extent to 

which the respondent felt encouraged to think independently. A wide array of scholarly work has 

provided evidence for the ways in which social capital accumulated through neighborhood 

effects impact educational outcomes (Massey 2004; Massey and Denton 1993). A neighborhood 

violence dummy variable was included in the model to account for neighborhood effects, where 

0=rarely or never witnessed physical violence in neighborhood at age 13, and 1=often witnessed 

physical violence in neighborhood at age 13. The next set of variables measure college specific 

background variables derived from Wave 3 and Wave 4 of the NLSF. College type is a 

categorical variable with the following categories: private research institution (reference 

category), public research institution, and liberal arts college.  

College specific background characteristics include: the type of college attended by the 

respondent, whether the respondent experienced problems with financial aid receipt, work status 

during college, and GPA. In the models, GPA is the cumulative GPA of the respondent’s first 

year. Finally, the increasing costs of college have burdened students’ decision making strategies 

that have direct impacts on college persistence (Bettinger 2004; Ishitani and Desjardins 2002). 

To account for these dynamics, variables measuring students’ work status and whether they 
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experienced any problems with financial aid were included as time varying dummy variables in 

analysis. 

Self-esteem, academic self-confidence, self-efficacy, academic behavior (the extent to 

which the student studies in the library, and the extent to which students met with professors 

after class to ask questions), are the central independent variables in this analysis. Self-esteem, 

academic self-confidence, and self-efficacy were collected during Wave 1 of the NLSF. The self-

esteem index was constructed by the NLSF through the following item measures, with responses 

(0-4) ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”: “I have a number of good qualities”, 

“I am able to do things as well as most people,” “I take a positive attitude toward myself,” “I am 

satisfied with myself,” and “I do not have much to be proud of.” Academic self-confidence was 

constructed through the following items, with responses (0-10) ranging from “very unlikely” to 

“very likely”: “likelihood of graduating from college”, “likelihood of post-graduate education”, 

and “likelihood of finishing a graduate or professional degree.” Self-efficacy was constructed 

through the following item measures, with responses (0-4) ranging from “strongly agree” to 

“strongly disagree”: “I don’t have control over my life,” “Good luck more important than hard 

work,” “Certain I can make plans work,” “If I work hard I can do well.” Academic behavior is 

measured by an ordinal scaled variable that indicates the frequency in which the respondent 

studies in the library within a given week. The response for this variable ranges from 0 to 10, 

with 0=never and 10=always. The next variable is a scaled variable (0=never, 10=always) 

constructed by the following items: the frequency in which the respondent “approaches 

professors after class to ask a question.” 

Results 

[TABLE 1.1 ABOUT HERE] 
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[TABLE 1.2 ABOUT HERE] 

Table 1.1 and Table 1.2. report the means of self-efficacy, self-esteem, academic self-

confidence, and academic behaviors by race and ethnicity. Overall, Black students report the 

highest levels of self-confidence, self-esteem, and self-efficacy, followed by Latino, White, and 

Asian students. Among the indicators for academic behaviors, Asian students report most 

frequent studying in the library, followed by Latino, Black, and White students. Black students 

report most frequent meeting with professors, followed by Latino, White, and Asian students.  

[TABLE 1.3 ABOUT HERE] 

 Table 1.3 reports the correlation matrix among the non-cognitive predictors in the model. 

All the correlations between the non-cognitive measures were found to be statistically 

significant, apart from the correlations between studying in the library and self-esteem, and 

studying in the library and self-efficacy. The correlations between these non-cognitive measures 

were low, ranging from .08 to .22, with the exception of the correlation between self-efficacy 

and self- esteem, which was found to be .62 and statistically significant. In consideration of this 

high positive correlation, diagnostic tests were performed to check for potential sources of 

multicollinearity in the regression models. The variance inflation factors for each of the non-

cognitive measures were found to be less than 10 (ranging from 1.03 to 1.67 with mean 

VIF=1.28), indicating no issues of multicollinearity in the regression models. Overall, the results 

from these diagnostic analyses indicate that although the non-cognitive predictors in the model 

are to some degree correlated, they are not empirically redundant. Tables 1.4 through 1.6 show 

the construction of the self-esteem, academic self-confidence, and self-efficacy measures, that 

were pre-constructed scales by the NLSF.  

[TABLE 1.7 ABOUT HERE] 
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Table 1.7 reports the exponentiated coefficients from a series of event history models 

predicting dropping out of college.  Model 1 is the baseline model that includes the primary 

variables of interest as independent variables. Of the dimensions measuring the effects of 

academic mindsets on dropping out of college, academic self-confidence and self-efficacy were 

found to be the only statistically significant variable in the model, where a one unit increase in 

the academic self-confidence scale was found to be associated with a lower likelihood of 

dropping out by a factor of 0.953, and 0.962, respectively, and net of all other variables. Overall, 

the findings indicate that consistent with existing lines of research, substantive effort exerted by 

students through academic behaviors, and higher levels of domain specific confidence, facilitate 

positive educational outcomes. 

Model 2 includes pre-college background characteristics as controls in the model. The 

addition of measures capturing high school quality, neighborhood context, parents’ educational 

attainment, gender, and race impact the effect of self-esteem on dropping out in the model. 

Although self-esteem was not found to have a statistically significant effect in the baseline 

model, when I controlled for the aforementioned background attributes, higher levels of self-

esteem were found to be associated with a lower likelihood of dropping out by a factor of .973. 

This finding suggests that self-esteem is associated with measures of social capital and 

demographic attributes such as high school peer environments and in particular, race (Massey et 

al. 2003). For instance, while Black, Latino, and White students in the NLSF reported high 

degrees of self-esteem, Asian students consistently reported lower degrees of self-esteem, but 

higher degrees of academic self-confidence (Massey et al. 2003). This finding also highlights the 

impact of global measures of self-esteem on academic outcomes beyond test scores and class 

grades---though prior work (Rosenberg 1995) has shown that domain specific measures of self-
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esteem serve as more robust predictors of academic success, this result suggests that global 

measures of self-esteem and related beliefs surrounding psychological well-being impact attrition 

among students enrolled in selective and elite institutions. 

Among the control variables, the individual effects of being male, Black, having at least 

one parent who is a college graduate, and witnessing violence in the neighborhood were found to 

be statistically significant predictors for dropping out of college. Holding all variables constant, 

male students were found to be more likely to drop out of college relative to their female peers 

by a factor of 1.433. Furthermore, Black students were 2.685 more likely to drop out of college 

relative to their White peers, net of all other controls in the model. The effect of foreign born 

status was also found to be statistically significant, where foreign born students were 1.301 times 

more likely to drop out of college relative to native born students. Having at least one parent who 

is a college graduate was also found to have a significant impact on dropping out, where students 

with at least one college educated parent were .573 times less likely to drop out of college, net of 

all other factors. Finally, neighborhood effects were found to have significant impacts on the 

likelihood of dropping out of college--students who regularly witnessed any form of violence in 

their neighborhoods were 1.511 times more likely to drop out of college relative to students who 

never witnessed violence in their neighborhood, holding all other variables in the model 

constant. Overall, the relative effects of these pre-college control variables align with well-

established substantive findings from existing research that highlight the mechanisms through 

which socioeconomic background characteristics facilitate social, cultural, and human capital in 

ways that render educational success.  

Model 3 includes the following college specific controls in the model: institution type, 

GPA, work status, and whether students faced problems with financial aid receipt; the last two 
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variables were included as time varying covariates. Financial aspects of the college experience, 

such as work status during college and indications of problems with financial aid receipt were 

not found to be statistically significant variables in the model, suggesting that selective and elite 

institutions are more likely to offer generous need-based financial aid packages that meet 

students’ demonstrated financial aid. Within the factors capturing college specific characteristics, 

the effects of being enrolled in a public research institution, and college GPA were found to be 

statistically significant. Holding all other variables in the model constant, enrollment in a public 

research institution was found to be associated with a 1.614 higher odds of dropping out, relative 

to enrollment in a private research institution, suggesting that as shown in the literature, 

institution specific factors encompassing both academic and social dimensions of college 

campuses, such as social distance, and racial climate, serve as crucial indicators for determining 

the degree to which students are integrated into the institution (Hurtado and Carter 1997; 

Nagasawa and Wong 1999). As expected, college GPA was found to be a statistically significant 

predictor in the model, where a one unit increase in GPA was associated with a lower likelihood 

of dropping out by a factor of .987, confirming findings that college GPA serves as the best 

academic predictor for persistence (Jensen 2011). The effects of the primary variables of interest 

on dropping out with the inclusion of these controls parallel the effects of these relative variables 

in Model 2. Among the dimensions capturing academic mindsets, self-esteem and academic self-

confidence were found to be statistically significant factors in predicting attrition--a one unit 

increase in the self-esteem and academic self-confidence scale was associated with lower 

likelihoods of dropping out, by a factor of .979 and .976, respectively. Among the dimensions 

capturing academic behaviors, frequently studying in the library and meeting professors to ask 

questions were associated with lower likelihoods of dropping out, by a factor of .953 and .939, 
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respectively. Overall, these findings convey that outwardly visible indicators of behaviors 

characterized by investments in substantive efforts, particularly in intellectually rigorous 

environments of selective and elite institutions that involve critical thinking, high expectations 

from faculty, and potential encounters with failure, are crucial dimensions for academic success.  

Finally, Model 4 through Model 8 include non-cognitive skill and race interactions to 

examine whether the effects of non-cognitive skills have differential effects on attrition across 

race. Of these interaction terms, only the last set of interactions in Model 8 were found to be 

statistically significant. Black students who more frequently met with professors to ask questions 

were less likely to drop out of college relative to their white peers by a factor of .861. Among 

Asian and Latino students, this coefficient was found to be .791 and .845, respectively. As 

approaching and interacting with professors is a way in which students navigate the social 

environments of their college campuses in order to maximize their likelihoods of academic 

success, this finding suggests that behaviors which derive from transmissions of cultural capital 

on college campuses is a salient factor that shapes educational outcomes among students of 

color. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 The primary purpose of this study is to explore which non-cognitive factors impact 

persistence among students in the selective and elite institution context, and to examine whether 

the effects of these non-cognitive factors vary across racial and ethnic categories. In particular, 

this study focuses on the effects of academic mindsets and academic behaviors on persistence 

among high achieving students. There are three central findings from this study. First, among 

academic mindsets, higher levels of self-esteem and academic self-confidence were found to be 

associated with lower likelihoods of dropping out. The impact of academic self-confidence on 
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persistence was consistently found to have significant impacts across the models, aligning with 

existing strands of research which suggest that domain specific measures of confidence--which 

in this study is exhibited as students’ confidence in obtaining their degrees within four years--is 

one of the most robust predictors for student retention (Lotkowski et al. 2004). Higher levels of 

academic oriented confidence may lead students to bolster and complement these beliefs around 

their capabilities by exhibiting academically driven behaviors that enable them to reach such 

goals. Because students actively engage in and pursue activities in which they possess higher 

levels of confidence, academic self-confidence serves as a foundational mindset through which 

academically driven behaviors occur (Bandura 1986; Farrington et al. 2012). Furthermore, in an 

academic setting of a selective or elite institution in which intellectual skills such as critical 

thinking is an expectation within the institutional climate, higher levels of self-confidence can be 

distinctly instrumental for students to enable them to manage potential challenges and failures 

particular to academically demanding environments (Conley 2003; Farrington et al. 2012). In 

addition to academic self-confidence, higher levels of self-esteem were also found to have 

significant impacts on persistence. This finding extends the large body of existing research which 

contends that global measures of self-esteem serve as weak predictors of academic outcomes 

(Ferkany 2008; Zeigler-Hill et al. 2013; Stupinsky et al. 2013). However, several of these studies 

focus on the effects of self-esteem on various academic outcomes in the secondary educational 

context--as conveyed in this study, self-esteem within the selective and elite college context may 

operate in a way that offers students a protective buffer during challenging periods that span both 

academic and social realms (Leary et al. 1995; Stupinsky et al. 2007; Zeigler-Hill et al. 2013; 

Zeigler-Hill 2011). From a life course perspective, the transition from high school to university is 

one of the most crucial periods experienced by adolescents during their coming of age, involving 
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pressures spanning across family, interpersonal, and academic domains (Friedlander et al. 2007). 

This transition is further compounded by the unique academic expectations upheld by selective 

and elite institutions. In such high-pressure contexts, where expectations for achieving academic 

excellence dominate the structure of the institution, the activation of academic self-confidence 

and self-esteem are salient for successfully navigating this academic environment, suggesting 

that academic mindsets are crucial foundations for the development of positively reinforcing 

academic behaviors (Farrington et al. 2012). The second finding confirms the effects of effort 

driven, academic behaviors on college persistence. In particular, frequent studying in the library, 

as well as approaching professors to ask questions after class were consistently associated with 

lower likelihoods of dropping out across all models. These academic behaviors, exhibited 

through substantive effort that goes beyond the procedural tasks necessary to be successful in 

academic settings, can function not only to exert direct impacts on academic outcomes, but also 

reinforce other non-cognitive skills (Bozick and Dempsey 2010; Farrington et al. 2012). Among 

high achieving students, these behaviors and visible signals of academic tenacity where students 

take advantage of opportunities to grow intellectually can be instrumental for educational 

outcomes--although high achieving students will likely possess comparable academic and 

cognitive capabilities, more resilient students with growth mindsets can be expected to invest 

extra efforts needed to overcome challenges and meet set goals (Dweck et al. 2014).  

The third finding indicates that Asian, Latino, and Black students who more frequently 

approached professors to ask questions about concepts they did not fully understand were less 

likely than their peers who did not approach professors to drop out of college. This finding 

highlights the significance of cultural capital and capital knowledge, particularly among students 

of color in navigating both the academic and social dimensions of selective and elite institutions, 
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which encompass unique expectations and social conventions that become critical for academic 

outcomes and processes of social integration (Massey et al. 2003; Farkas 1996). According to 

Bourdieu, transmissions of cultural information that wealthy parents unequivocally transmit to 

their children exacerbate the processes of social stratification, as the institutional contexts of 

predominantly white institutions systematically reward the behaviors, preferences, and practices 

culturally sustained by and habitually familiar to privileged whites (Bourdieu 1977; Massey et al. 

2003). Consequently, students who face dual disadvantage constituted by lower class 

dispositions and racial or ethnic minority status lack the cultural apparatus to navigate the hidden 

curriculum, or the cultural norms and values that become implicitly inculcated in the institutional 

setting (Lareau 1987; Margolis 2001). Given that selective and elite institutions are constituted 

by a unique set of behaviors, norms, and expectations driven by these processes of cultural 

knowledge, students of color who are at a social distance from the predominantly white 

composition of their campus, face additional challenges in navigating the various academic and 

social channels of their institutions (Massey et al. 2003). Consequently, this marginalization 

from the academic and social fabric of the institution may cripple academic self-confidence 

levels and other non-cognitive factors to subsequently thwart academic achievement (Farkas 

1996; Massey et al. 2003). The activation of this particular form of cultural knowledge and 

cultural capital that is instrumental for success in the elite college context can further understood 

through Bourdieu’s conceptual apparatus constituted by habitus and field. Bourdieu (1998) refers 

to habitus as a durable and transportable set of dispositions, actions, and thoughts that stem from 

an individual’s environment, whereas field refers to a social world, or a structure of social 

positions determined by power relationships between individuals, groups, and institutions 

(Bourdieu 1998; Melguizo 2011). Bourdieu suggests that a lack of dominant forms of cultural 
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capital and therefore the lack of an appropriate disposition or habitus to navigate the field, 

inhibits individuals from upward social mobility. Thus, students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds who experience minimal exposure to the behaviors, attitudes, and 

interactions that are implicitly rewarded in the context of selective and elite institutions lack the 

habitus necessary to successfully navigate the social world that expects and rewards such 

behaviors by educational gatekeepers (Gaddis 2013).  
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Table 1.1 Descriptive Statistics: Means/Percentages of Independent Variables  
  

  Mean/% SD Min Max   
Academic Mindsets  

   
  

Self-efficacy 18.76 3.00 7 24   
        

Self-esteem 32.12 5.67 6 40   

  
    

  
Self-confidence 35.62 4.62 9 40   

  
    

  
Academic Behaviors     

  
Studying in Library 4.11 3.10 0 10   

  
    

  
Meeting Professors 4.64 4.64 0 10  

 

  
     

 
Pre-College Background Characteristics   

  

 
 

 
   

  
Asian  24.44%     

 

  
     

 
Latino  23.34%    

  

  
    

  
Black  26.78%    

  

  
    

  
White  25.43%    

  

  
    

  
Foreign Born  1.16 .36 1 2   

   
   

  
Male  1.42 .49 1 2   

   
   

  
Parent College grad .65 .50 .42 1   

   
   

  
HS Academic Quality 9.76 2.49 0 14   

   
   

  
Neighborhood Violence .15 .35 0 1   

 
 

 
   

  
College Specific Characteristics    

  

College Type   
   

  
Liberal Arts 9.53%    
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Public Research 31.98%    
  

  
    

  
Private Research 58.49%    

  

  
    

  
Financial Aid Problems .55                 .50 0 1   

   
   

  

Working Job .51 .50 0 1   

        
GPA  3.10 1.5 0 4   
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Table 1.2  Means of Self-esteem, self-efficacy, academic confidence, and academic 
behaviors by race/ethnicity, NLSF (n=3924)  

   
    

  White Asian Latino Black     

          

Academic Mindsets         

Self-efficacy
a
 18.90 18.03 18.99 19.07     

  (2.80) (3.01) (2.98) (3.08)     

Self-esteem
b
 32.00 30.30 32.27 33.76     

  (5.35) (5.79) (5.63) (5.40)     

Self-confidence
c
 34.63 36.03 35.43 36.36     

  (4.55) (4.39) (4.86) (4.50)     

Academic Behaviors         

Studying in Library
d
 3.69 4.36 4.20 4.18     

  (2.99) (3.06) (3.08) (3.21)     

Meeting Professors
d
 4.43 4.33 4.52 5.23     

  (2.43) (2.51) (2.62) (2.66)     

          

a
Min=7 Max=24         

b
Min=6 Max=40         

c
Min=9 Max=40         

dMin=0 Max=10         

*Note: Standard deviations in parentheses       
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Table 1.3 Correlations among Key Predictors, NLSF (n=3924)    

        

  Self--confidence Self-esteem Self-efficacy Studying in Library Meeting Professors 

Self-confidence              1.00      

Self-esteem 0.17*          1.00     

Self-efficacy 0.22* 0.62* 1.00    

Studying in library 0.10*         -0.12 -0.01 1.00   

Meeting Professors 0.09* 0.12*   0.11*   0.08*            1.00  

        

	

*p<0.05 
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Table 1.4 Construction of Self Esteem Scale    
 

Self Esteem Response Range Scale Scores 

  Minimum Maximum 

Am a person of worth equal to 

others 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Have a number of good qualities 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Am inclined to feel I am a failure 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Able to do things as well as most 

people 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Do not have much to be proud of 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Take positive attitude toward self 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Satisfied with myself 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Wish I could respect self more 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Feel useless at times 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Think I'm no good at all 

Strongly disagree to strongly 

agree 0 4 

Total  0 40 

Cronbach's Alpha  0.85 
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Table 1.5 Construction of Self-Efficacy Scale    
 

Self-Efficacy Response Range Scale Scores  

  Minimum Maximum 

Don't have control over life 

Strongly agree to strongly 

disagree 0 4 

Good luck more important than hard 

work 

Strongly agree to strongly 

disagree 0 4 

Something stops me from getting 

ahead 

Strongly agree to strongly 

disagree 0 4 

Certain I can make plans work 

Strongly agree to strongly 

disagree 0 4 

Feel left out of things going on 

around me 

Strongly agree to strongly 

disagree 0 4 

If I work hard I can do well 

Strongly agree to strongly 

disagree 0 4 

Total  0 24 

Cronbach's Alpha         

               

0.69 
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Table 1.6 Construction of Self Confidence Scale    
 

Self Confidence Response Range Scale Scores  

  Minimum Maximum 

Likelihood of finishing two years of 

college Very unlikely to very likely 0 10 

Likelihood of graduating from college          Very unlikely to very likely 0 10 

Likelihood of post-graduate education        Very unlikely to very likely 0 10 

Likelihood of finishing grad/prof degree       Very unlikely to very likely 0 10 

Total  0 40 

Cronbach's Alpha  0.7 
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Table 1.7 Odds Ratios Predicting Dropping out of College, 

NLSF (N=15676 pyrs) 

 

      

  
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 

Academic Mindsets 
    

Self-efficacy 
 

0.962* 0.988 0.976 
 

  
(0.291) (0.299) (0.030) 

 

Self-esteem 
 

0.999 0.973* 0.979* 
 

  
(0.156) (0.154) (0.016) 

 

Self-confidence 0.953* 0.973* 0.976* 
 

  
(0.014) (0.015) (0.150) 

 

Academic Behaviors 
    

Studying in Library 
 

0.961* 0.953* 
 

   
(0.023) (0.228) 

 

Meeting Professors 
 

0.920* 0.939* 
 

   
(0.032) (0.033) 

 

Pre-College Background Characteristics 
  

Race (Ref=White) 
    

Asian   
 

1.145 1.070 
 

   
(0.286) (0.274) 

 

Latino 
  

1.184 1.148 
 

   
(0.289) (0.287) 

 

Black 
  

2.685*** 2.427*** 
 

   
(0.592) (0.552) 

 

Foreign Born status 
 

1.301* 1.315* 
 

   
(0.262) (0.269) 

 

Male 
  

1.433** 1.425* 
 

   
(0.211) (0.216) 

 

Parent College grad 
 

0.573*** 0.602*** 
 

   
(0.092) (0.098) 

 

HS Academic Quality 
 

0.996 1.012 
 

   
(0.029) (0.031) 

 

Neighborhood 

Violence 

 
1.511* 1.463* 

 

   
(0.272) (0.027) 

 

College Specific Characteristics 
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College Type (Ref=Private 

Research) 

   

Liberal Arts 
   

1.125 
 

    
(0.318) 

 

Public Research 
  

1.614* 
 

    
(0.026) 

 

Financial Aid 

Problems 

  
1.044 

 

    
(0.159) 

 

Work Status 
   

0.815 
 

    
(0.126) 

 

GPA 
   

0.987* 
 

    
(0.054) 

 

LL 
 

-4160 -3004 -2896 
 

N 
 

15676 13532 13288 
 

      

 

*** p≤0.001, ** p≤0.01, * p≤0.05+p≤.1 (two-tailed tests) 

Note: Standard Errors in parentheses 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 46 

Table 1.7 Odds Ratios Predicting Dropping out of College, NLSF   

      
  Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 

      

Academic Mindsets      

Self-efficacy 0.947 0.974 0.975 0.974 0.973 
 (0.063) (0.030) (0.030) (0.030) (0.030) 

Self-esteem 0.98 0.936** 0.98 0.98 0.981 
 (0.016) (0.030) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) 

Academic self-confidence 0.975* 0.975 0.991 0.975 0.974* 

Academic Behaviors (0.015) (0.015) (0.038) (0.015) (0.015) 

Studying in Library 0.947** 0.947** 0.948** 0.958 0.947** 
 (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.056) (0.023) 

Meeting Professors 1.017 1.015 1.016 1.016 1.179** 

Pre-college Background 

Characteristics 
(0.030) (0.029) (0.030) (0.029) (0.090) 

Race (Ref=White)      
Asian 0.266 0.103* 0.886 1.106 2.943** 

 (0.410) (0.133) (1.588) (0.438) (1.543) 

Latino 0.871 0.153 0.496 1.359 2.500* 
 (1.330) (0.203) (0.877) (0.516) (1.326) 

Black 1.433 0.683 12.06* 2.298** 4.627*** 
 (1.928) (0.786) (18.150) (0.776) (2.294) 

Foreign Born Status 1.321 1.314 1.311 1.321 1.341 
 (0.271) (0.269) (0.270) (0.271) (0.275) 

Male 1.439** 1.456** 1.445** 1.438** 1.448** 
 (0.218) (0.221) (0.219) (0.218) (0.219) 

Parent College Grad 0.610*** 0.609*** 0.612*** 0.608*** 0.612*** 
 (0.100) (0.100) (0.100) (0.100) (0.100) 

HS Academic Quality 1.01 1.011 1.011 1.009 1.01 
 (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) 

Neighborhood Violence 1.412* 1.413* 1.413* 1.434** 1.423* 
 (0.258) (0.258) (0.259) (0.262) (0.261) 

College Specific Characteristics     
College type (Ref=Private Research)     

Liberal Arts 1.119 1.134 1.147 1.126 1.104 
 (0.317) (0.322) (0.326) (0.320) (0.314) 

Public Research 1.683*** 1.680*** 1.702*** 1.675*** 1.676*** 
 (0.265) (0.265) (0.269) (0.264) (0.265) 

Financial Aid Problems 1.065 1.06 1.085 1.06 1.056 
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 (0.163) (0.162) (0.167) (0.162) (0.162) 

Working Job in College 0.807 0.804 0.827 0.805 0.807 
 (0.124) (0.124) (0.128) (0.124) (0.125) 

Fall GPA 0.149*** 0.150*** 0.150*** 0.150*** 0.151*** 
 (0.055) (0.055) (0.055) (0.055) (0.055) 

NCS X Race Interactions      
Efficacy X Asian 1.079     
 (0.091)     
Efficacy X Latino 1.015     
 (0.083)     
Efficacy X Black 1.026     
 (0.074)     
Esteem X Asian  1.08    

  (0.046)    

Esteem X Latino  1.067    

  (0.045)    

Esteem X Black  1.041    

  (0.038)    
Confidence X Asian   1.004   

   (0.051)   
Confidence X Latino   1.023   

   (0.052)   
Confidence X Black   0.954   

   (0.042)   
Studying X Asian    0.985  

    (0.077)  
Studying X Latino    0.956  

    (0.075)  
Studying X Black    0.999  

    (0.068)  
Professor X Asian     0.791** 

     (0.080) 

Professor X Latino     0.845* 

     (0.083) 

Professor X Black     0.861* 

     (0.075) 

      
LL -2901 -2896 -2895 -2900 -2892 

N 13328 13328 13328 13328 13328 
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*** p≤0.001, ** p≤0.01, * p≤0.05+p≤.1 (two-tailed tests) 

Note: Standard Errors in parentheses 
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Figure 1.1 
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Chapter 2 

The Effects of Co-Ethnic Support Systems and Relationships on Persistence among Latino 

Students in Selective and Elite Institutions 

 

INTRODUCTION 

   Recent scholarly work has focused on evaluating selective and elite colleges and 

universities as qualitatively different institutions to the extent that they impact both the selection 

and outcomes of students across racial lines and social background characteristics (Espenshade 

and Radford 2009; Bowen and Bok 2000). Consequently, a longstanding issue facing social 

science and education scholars is the differential educational attainment patterns maintained 

across various racial and ethnic minorities, which in some subgroups, persist across multiple 

generations (Telles and Ortiz 2008). The widening gap in college enrollment between White and 

Latino students have been widely attributed to structural factors arising from deficiencies in 

social and human capital experienced by Latinos in childhood and adolescence, such as unequal 

access to resource allocation in schools, residential segregation, lack of college financial aid 

knowledge, and unequal access to advanced academic courses (Zarate and Burciaga 2010; Telles 

and Ortiz 2008). Moreover, racialization and discrimination within school systems have 

contributed to these processes by maintaining stigmas that racially stereotype students’ academic 

abilities (Gaddis 2014; Telles and Ortiz 2008). For instance, educators in school systems 

stigmatize Mexican American students in ways that produce negative self-identities and 

racialized self-perceptions, which in turn, negatively impact persistence in their educational 

careers (Telles and Ortiz 2008).  
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These educational inequalities are reflected in the enrollment patterns of Latino students 

when disaggregating across higher education institutions. According to a recent report published 

by the Pew Hispanic Center, from 1993 to 2014, the percentage of Latino students enrolled in a 

2-year or 4-year college increased from 22% to 35% (Krogstad 2016; Fry and Lopez 2013). 

However, because approximately 48% of all Latino college goers attend a 2-year college, they 

continue to lag other group in bachelor degree attainment (Krogstad 2016; Fry and Lopez 2013). 

Although the Latino population is the fastest growing minority ethnic group in the U.S., they 

experience the lowest rates of college completion relative to other major ethnic groups (Fry 

2002; Kim et al. 2014) As of 2014, only 15% of Latino college goers received a bachelor’s 

degree, compared to 41% of whites, 22% of Black, and 63% of Asian students receiving 

bachelor’s degrees (Krogstad 2016).  

In consideration of these emergent trends that highlight the unique barriers to educational 

attainment faced by Latinos in the US, this study is motivated by exploring the factors which 

bolster processes of four-year degree attainment among Latino students. Specifically, this study 

focuses on evaluating the impacts of coethnic social support systems among Latino students, 

which function to transmit and sustain dimensions of ethnic social capital that foster educational 

persistence and attainment (Zhou 2009; Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993). Much of the existing 

literature indicates that frequent social interactions across racial and ethnic lines offer a multitude 

of positive outcomes among students in the following social and academic dimensions: higher 

levels of college satisfaction, higher graduation rates, higher levels of overall cognitive 

development, more tolerant attitudes and even interethnic dating relationships (Pascarella et al. 

1996; Astin 1993; Espenshade and Radford 2009). Though research has been devoted to 

assessing the educational outcomes impacted by diverse social networks and interpersonal 
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relationships as well as coethnic social interactions, less work has been devoted to examining 

how, and to what extent, various types of coethnic interpersonal relationships across different 

contexts and settings impact educational outcomes for students of color. By focusing on specific 

types of coethnic relationships and their relative effects on persistence, we can further identify 

the nuanced mechanisms through which these interactions create, sustain, or thwart ethnic social 

capital and integration. 

BACKGROUND 

Achievement Gaps and Patterns of Inequalities  

Coming from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and the reproduction of structural 

disadvantages have been consistently cited as one of the principal contributing factors in 

widening the educational achievement gap between Latino and White college students in four 

year and selective colleges (Fry 2002; Lascher 2009). Parental background characteristics, 

particularly in the aspect of social capital and changes in financial aid policies that have 

disadvantaged students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds have substantially impacted the 

chances for Latino students’ educational success specifically within the higher education context 

(Schmid 2001; Lascher 2009). As such, Latino students have been found to overcome these 

structural obstacles by engaging in substantial work obligations to afford their educational 

endeavors, while also holding lower expectations regarding their family’s contribution to 

financial their education, which in turn have impacted their decisions of dropping out of college 

(Nora et al. 2006; Fry 2002; Longerbeam et al. 2004). 

In addition to financial obstacles, compelling evidence also indicates that Latino students’ 

inadequate academic preparation in fulfilling the rigorous academic standards upheld by 

selective four-year institutions has influenced their persistence in higher education (Schmid 
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2001; Perna 2004; Verniz et al. 2001). For instance, Latino students have been found to have 

grade point averages concentrated in the lower ranks of their class in selective and elite colleges, 

due to their likelihoods of coming from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and thus having 

minimal opportunities for attending schools to thoroughly prepare them for the academic rigors, 

particularly at elite colleges (Espenshade and Radford 2009). However, what is more surprising 

is that even when a wide array of pre-college academic variables were controlled for, Latinos 

exhibit lower class ranks and graduate rates in selective and elite colleges (Espenshade and 

Radford 2009). Because the achievement gaps experienced by Latino students particularly within 

the realm of selective and elite college is a rather understudied facet of empirical research, 

exploring qualitative research evaluating the mechanisms and dimensions which shape these 

divergent educational trajectories among college bound students may further inform our 

understanding of this social reproduction of educational inequality. Accordingly, Ochoa’s (2013) 

qualitative study offers nuanced insights into how racialization and binary frameworks hinder 

Latino students in terms of academic achievement and performance, which may persist 

throughout the college years. Ochoa finds that high school administrators employ culturally 

based deficit frameworks to typify Latino and Latina students which impact the processes 

through which they are academically tracked throughout high school (Ochoa 2013). As such, 

dichotomized constructs are implemented by high school administrators, in which Asian 

American students are viewed as the high achieving, model minority, whereas Latino students 

are perceived to be more socially outgoing, active, and fun; these inhibiting binary frameworks 

and gatekeeping practices thus lead administrators to place Latino students in lower academic 

tracks that lack the social capital embedded in higher academic tracks through more rigorous 

college academic preparation, information networks, and social support systems, which 
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inevitably benefits Asian American students while leading to the demise of Latino students 

(Ochoa 2013). In addition to these processes of racialization, Latino students lack the class based 

resources to partake in supplemental tutoring programs which prepares students for the rigors of 

academics at the level of the university, further compounding the achievement gap that is 

sustained through a “cycle of privilege” (Ochoa 2013).  

In addition to pre-college characteristics with respect to family background and academic 

performance that contribute to these educational gaps, Espenshade and Radford (2009) find 

cleavages in meaningful cross race interactions among students in elite colleges—while the 

Hispanic/White interactions were found to be most likely, Whites students’ likelihoods of having 

social relations with Black students were found to be the lowest. (Espenshade and Radford 

2009). Furthermore, campus climate and institutional racism on predominantly White colleges 

have been found to hinder Latino students’ progress in degree attainment in four-year institutions 

(Lascher 2009). Though the literature has suggested that the factors that impact students’ attrition 

patterns in college more generally still have prevailing effects in the context of their academic 

and social experiences in the context of elite colleges, the empirical literature that explicitly 

uncovers the dynamics of academic and social engagement and the overall experiences of 

Latinos in elite colleges remains a rather unexplored area of research. 

 

The Impact of Social Support on Latino Students 

Within the educational context, social support has been shown to be crucial in facilitating 

academic, cultural, and overall social integration into college environments (Jensen 2011). At the 

individual level, family, peer, and faculty or academic counselor support have been found to 

have significant effects on academic outcomes, motivations, and self-confidence among racial 
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and ethnic minority college students (Jensen 2011). The extent to which the family, or la familia, 

offers both encouragement and emotional support to Latino students’ educational endeavors has 

been shown to have positive impacts on their academic motivations, social adjustment processes, 

and overall academic success (Schneider and Ward 2003; Arellano and Padilla 1996). The family 

and the salience of extended family ties within Latino culture has consistently been cited as a 

crucial source of educational support that also positively impacts the educational persistence of 

Latino students (Gloria et al. 2005; Hernandez 2000; Hurtado et al. 1996; Schneider and Ward 

2003). In particular, prior studies have found that the values and attitudes upheld by strong 

family ties have been consistently associated with higher adjustment and commitment levels for 

Latino students (Schneider and Ward 2003).  

The beneficial effects of social support garnered through relationships with faculty 

members have also been documented in the context of selective universities. Prior research has 

found that connections and enhanced interactions with professors have positive effects on college 

satisfaction, academic performance and overall adjustment to college life among racial minority 

students enrolled in selective, predominantly White colleges (Fischer 2007). Though students’ 

interactions with faculty and staff are an important source of social support particularly through 

coethnic interactions, these dynamics are limited in selective colleges and universities 

(Espenshade and Radford 2009). The vast majority of students enrolled in selective colleges and 

universities take courses taught by White faculty members; consequently, racial/ethnic minority 

students interact with faculty members of different racial and ethnic backgrounds more often 

than White students do (Espenshade and Radford 2009).  

In addition to family and faculty social support systems, peer networks have been shown 

to assist Latino students through college in both academic and social contexts, by aiding them in 
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establishing a cultural understanding of academic life in college (Gloria et al. 2005). However, 

unlike the role of the family, which has been consistently cited as a factor facilitating academic 

persistence, and bolstering student aspirations and commitments to their educational careers, 

studies analyzing the impact of peers and faculty members on various educational outcomes have 

conveyed different results. For instance, prior research has demonstrated that support systems 

maintained through various relationships between Latino students and their peers and faculty or 

other mentors help them to develop skills to navigate the university system, bolster cultural and 

ethnic identities in an academic environment, and strengthen academic aspirations (Gloria et al. 

2005; Hurtado et al. 1996; Hernandez 2000). However, other studies find no significant direct 

effect of peer social support systems on academic performance, college adjustment, and 

psychological adjustment levels (Kenny & Stryker 1996; Schneider and Ward 2003).  

 

Canonical Accounts of Social Capital and the Ethnic Social Capital Hypothesis 

Coleman’s seminal work on social capital formation and its positive functions on various 

aspects of social mobility has been critically applied by scholars to evaluate how, and to what 

extent, social capital operates to facilitate educational achievement and success at various stages 

of educational trajectories. The first principle of Coleman’s discussion of social capital relies on 

a focus on network dynamics that instills normative expectations, trust, and information channels 

within social relations among members of a given network (Coleman 1998; Plagens 2011). As 

applied specifically to educational outcomes, Coleman’s theory of social capital focuses on the 

strength of ties within family and community structures that enables the educational success of 

children by upholding standards of expectations that would lead to successful outcomes 

(Schneider and Stevenson 1999; Kim and Schneider 2005). Tight social closure from tightly 
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organized family networks thus generates resources in the form of values and information that 

children adopt and engage in to obtain educational success (Kim 2005). Therefore, the formation 

of strong ties in organized networks and increased social closure enforces social sanctions among 

network members (Kim 2005). 

Just as Tinto’s model of student persistence within the educational institution is 

theoretically reliant on Durkheim's conception of social integration and embeddedness, the social 

capital approach through a coethnic perspective functions in a similar fashion. That is, the extent 

to which an individual is embedded within a coethnic network determines the degree to which 

the individual will adopt the behaviors, values, and attitudes that are advocated through stronger 

social control maintained through tight social networks (Zhou & Bankston 1994; Durkheim 

1951). Thus, ethnic social capital hypothesis postulates that resources available and sustained 

through coethnic social networks impact embeddedness and interpersonal relationships, which 

further facilitate positive educational or and economic outcomes (Zhou 2009; Portes and 

Sensenbrenner 1993; Goza and Ryabov 2009). Coethnic networks thus provide another avenue 

for human and social capital gains, as well as operate to reaffirm norms regarding educational 

achievement and aspirations that drive higher levels of educational attainment (Riegle-Crumb 

and Callahan 2009;Goza and Ryabov 2009). Furthermore, as barriers to various opportunity 

structures frequently confront minority students from immigrant backgrounds, the social capital 

gained through coethnic peer relationships may offer additional avenues that recompense for the 

lack of human and social capital provided through the immigrant family (Goza and Ryabov 

2009; Bankston 2004). Particularly in college settings where social distance and hostile racial 

climates may thwart educational attainment, ethnic social support systems function to further 

reinforce academic performance, provide social support and fundamental understanding among 
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students navigating and overcoming relatable barriers in the institutional context, and to bolster 

ethnic solidarity and positive reinforcements of ethnic identity (Nagasawa and Wong 1999).  

Social capital as it is dynamically formed and sustained through strong family and 

community ties have also been extended to students of various racial and ethnic backgrounds.  

Zhou and Bankston (1998), in their study of Vietnamese youth in the context of Versailles 

Village, demonstrate the processes of social closure to illuminate the salience of the ethnic 

community as a formative structure which facilitates ethnic social relations, ethnic involvements, 

and social control. Despite disadvantages and structural barriers that face these refugee 

immigrants, Zhou and Bankston rely on the theory of ethnic social relations that arise from the 

structural context to reinforce the importance of academic achievement, upward mobility, and 

preservation of educational values (Zhou and Bankston 1998). Thus, in this particular context of 

the coethnic community, the interaction between the structural constraints of socioeconomic 

disadvantage and immigrant status mesh with cultural attitudes to serve as a form of social 

capital, emphasizing the role of educational achievement and adherence to Vietnamese values 

that facilitate upward mobility. In addition, strong Mexican identities sustained through close 

family bonds and ties have been shown to impact the scholastic success of Mexican American 

students, while cultural aspects encompassing educational achievement have positively impacted 

the educational outcomes of Indochinese students (Zhou and Bankston 1998; Caplan et al. 1992). 

In addition to social closure sustained through strong family ties and relations, exposure to 

professionals, church attendance, and frequency of parents’ communication with school have 

been found to be significant indicators of social capital predicting educational attainment among 

Mexican Americans (Telles and Ortiz 2008). These indicators of social capital, particularly 

within the Mexican American context, emphasize the importance of institutional and social 
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closure and embeddedness within network structures that serve to transmit resources and 

information flows which facilitate increased knowledge and positive educational aspirations 

(Telles and Ortiz 2008).  

In addition to the role of the family and interpersonal networks formed through broader 

institutional settings, such as the church, academic counselors, faculty, and staff in educational 

environments have also been shown to be important sources of social support in generating 

increased commitment, educational aspirations, and positive educational outcomes (Baker 2013). 

Prior studies have shown that coethnic relationships between faculty members and staff and 

students, are particularly salient sources of social support Latino students, despite their limited 

presence on college campuses (Santos and Reigadas 2002; Gregory 2003; Castellanos and Jones 

2003; Gloria et al. 2005). This suggests the importance of coethnic mentorships and 

relationships, which operate to reinforce academic excellence and further bolsters ethnic 

solidarity through a shared racial and ethnic identity (Nagasawa and Wong 1999; Tyson et al. 

2005; Santos & Reigadas 2002). 

 

Gendered Achievement Gaps in Higher Education among Latino and Latina Students  

Although overall enrollment rates among Latino students in the realm of higher education 

have increased consistently particularly in recent decades, the proportion of Latino males 

constituting this population has experienced significant declines, leading some scholars to refer 

to these regressive patterns as a “vanishment” from the educational institution as a whole (Saenz 

and Ponjuan 2009; Zarate and Burciaga 2010). Figures from the 2010 Current Population Survey 

show that in 2009, Latinas earned a combined raw number of 140,080 bachelor’s or associate’s 

degrees, while Latinos earned 87,367 bachelor’s or associate’s degrees (Saenz and Ponjuan 
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2011). Prior research has indicated that Latina students are not only more likely to attend college 

and receive a degree, but are also more likely to have higher GPAs and test scores relative to 

Latino students (Colon and Sanchez 2010; Lopez 2009). Studies have highlighted several 

explanations to help us understand the growing educational achievement gap between Latino and 

Latina students particularly in the context of higher education. First, higher salary returns for 

Latina students with a college degree compared to Latino students have incentivized Latina 

students in not only enrolling, but finishing college with the hopes of gaining mobility through 

increased labor market returns (Perna 2004). The principle of the economic value of education 

relies on the link between students’ perceptions of economic rewards and levels of educational 

attainment, where education becomes a means through which social and economic upward 

mobility can be generated (Colon and Sanchez 2010). Studies have found that higher academic 

achievement among Latina students compared to Latino students have been attributed to higher 

economic values of education perceived by Latina students (Colon and Sanchez 2010). This type 

of rational, decision making process in the college enrollment context and its perceived relative 

advantages thus benefits Latinas by impacting behaviors and attitudes that facilitate academic 

and educational success. This process is aligned with Becker’s (1964) human capital model in 

which a cost benefit analysis based on expectations of rewards is reflected in individuals’ 

transitory commitments and motivations in the process of obtaining a college degree. 

Second, differential engagement patterns between Latinos and Latinas have been shown 

to lead to divergent educational aspirations, educational expectations, and academic outcomes 

particularly in the higher education context (Zarate and Burciaga 2010). The role of ethnic 

identity and its impact on college adjustment and integration has been a dimension of interest in 

explaining the gender disparity among Latino students. For instance, prior studies have shown 
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that the maintenance of positive self-image and group membership as Latinas function to 

reaffirm academic success, which subsequently allows Latinas to participate in active coping 

strategies to overcome the variety of academic and social obstacles they are faced with in college 

(Barajas and Pierce 2001; Gloria et al. 2005; Saenz and Ponjuan 2009). These positive 

affirmations of ethnic identity and their relative impacts on their educational achievement have 

been reinforced by social support systems with other Latina students who share these 

experiences (Barajas and Pierce 2001; Saez and Ponjuan 2009). Latina students who exhibit the 

maintenance of aspects of their Latino identity and culture, such as Spanish preference and 

higher levels of feminist ideologies have been shown to have more positive educational 

outcomes relative to their Latino counterparts (Colon and Sanchez 2010).  

Complementing the scholarship on the impact of ethnic and cultural identity on academic 

achievement patterns through social engagement, structural forces that include the racialization 

and subsequent marginalization of Latino boys within the educational institution from an 

intersectionality framework have been applied to highlight their educational experiences. 

Campus climate and micro-aggressions that serve as barriers in predominantly White institutions 

in addition to limited resiliency strategies to enact help seeking behaviors among Latino students 

have been shown to explain the gender disparity in educational outcomes (Nora et al. 2016). 

Scholars have contended that Latino students do not actively engage in help-seeking patterns of 

behaviors in social contexts involving hardships in ways that their Latina counterparts do, but 

rather focus more on individual accountability when seeking help during academic and social 

hardships (Nora et al. 2016). In addition to these dynamics, prior quantitative studies have found 

that college enrollment was impacted differentially by gender. For instance, language 

proficiency, reading proficiency and parental factors were found to significant predictor for 
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college enrollment, whereas participation in high school counseling and teacher evaluated 

classroom performance measures were more important predictors for Latinas’ academic 

achievement patterns (Zarate and Gallimore 2005). Authors have hypothesized that these 

processes are due to gendered curriculum and instructional practices that generate differential 

learning outcomes for Latinas vis-a-vis Latinos (Zarate and Gallimore 2005; Porche, Ross, and 

Snow 2004).  

Parental expectations have also been shown to have differential impacts across gender. 

Parental expectations for Latino students have been found to be more salient for their college 

enrollment trajectories; scholars posit that this is due to Latino boys’ reliance on family support 

and ties, whereas girls exhibit tendencies to rely more on school specific social support systems, 

such as counselors and teachers (Zarate and Gallimore 2005; Stanton-Salazar 2001). Thus, 

studies have suggested that nonacademic social factors, such as relationships and interactions 

with parents and teachers may be more important for Latina students in terms of college 

enrollment (Zarate and Gallimore 2005).  

Some scholars have also argued that differential acculturation patterns experienced 

between boys and girls within the Latino community have contributed to their divergent 

educational attainment trajectories. These studies have found that Latino parents have higher 

tendencies to be more strict on Latina students relative to Latinos; this lack of freedom to explore 

other options thus lead to lower acculturation patterns (Raffaelli and Ontai 2004; Colon and 

Sanchez 2010). However, the findings from these studies that evaluate the relationships between 

degree of acculturation, conceptualized as a linear process, and academic achievement or 

educational attainment, yield inconsistent conclusions. Though the gender gap in overall 

educational outcomes among Latinos is growing, the empirical research elucidating Latino and 
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Latina college going experiences remain a rather unexplored area of research (Saenz and 

Ponjuan 2011).  

 

Theoretical Frameworks of Student Retention and Social Support Systems 

Tinto’s (1975) student integration model is one of the principal theoretical models 

incorporated in scholarly works analyzing the complex relationships between the micro (the 

student) and the macro (the institution), and their respective impacts on persistence throughout 

higher educational processes. Tinto’s model thus places integration within both social and 

academic spheres of the institution as the primary component that drives attrition (Fischer 2007).  

Tinto’s model theoretically draws from the work of Durkheim in its contention that analogous to 

the likelihood of suicide occurring in situations in which insufficient moral value integration and 

insufficient collective integration into the greater social structure exist, processes of dropping out 

of college function in a similar fashion—the lack of social integration into the wider college 

system in addition to minimal commitment to such a system, dually impact students’ decisions to 

drop out of college in order to pursue alternative endeavors (Tinto 1975). Social support systems 

and peer networks are one of the primary factors that integrate students into the fabric of the 

educational environment. Thus, integration through social support systems becomes a function of 

various formal and informal interactions maintained in social and academic settings that serve to 

reaffirm and maintain students’ commitments and aspirations (Fischer 2007). Social support 

systems created and sustained through the formation of relationships with peers, faculty, and 

other mentors have been identified as salient factors that impact persistence, especially among 

underrepresented minority university students (Demetriou-and-Schmitz-Sciborski 2012).  
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RESEARCH FOCUS 

Though prior work has examined the role of social support systems on academic 

aspirations, processes of ethnic identification, levels of social integration, and various outcomes 

measuring educational attainment, less is known about how various types of coethnic 

relationships and support systems impact the process of attrition and persistence, particularly in 

the elite college context. This study contributes to the existing literature on the effects of 

coethnic social support systems by operationalizing coethnic social systems into weak and strong 

tie forms, in order to assess their relative impacts, where closeness and frequency of contact 

between ties characterize strong ties, or close friends, whereas a lack of frequency of contact, 

intimacy, and emotional intensity characterize weak ties, or acquaintances (Granovetter 1973; 

Granovetter 1983). The present study strives to adjudicate the cleavages in the existing research 

by extending a student integration model (Tinto 1975) and ethnic social capital hypothesis (Goza 

and Ryabov 2009;Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993) to examine how and to what extent different 

types of coethnic support systems in academic and social settings impact patterns of attrition 

among Latino students enrolled in selective and elite institutions.  

DATA AND METHODS 

The dataset used in this study is the National Longitudinal Study of Freshmen (NLSF). 

The NLSF was created in order to evaluate longstanding theoretical explanations illuminating  

minority students’ academic and social experiences in college, with the ultimate task of 

highlighting processes that exacerbate minority underachievement in higher education. In doing 

so, the NLSF incorporated a breadth of variables that captured social, psychological, 

demographic, and academic dimensions at both the pre-college and college-specific stages of 

students’ educational trajectories. The NLSF contains 3924 respondents, with equal sized 
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samples of White, Black, Latino, and Asian students enrolled in 28 selective and elite colleges 

and institutions across the US. Six waves of data were collected from Fall 1999 until a post-

graduate follow up in Spring 2004. The face-to-face baseline survey collected information 

regarding various facets of respondents’ neighborhoods, schools, and families prior to enrolling 

in college, and also collected information on psychosocial variables such as motivations, 

aspirations, and attitudes pertaining to both their academic and social experiences. Subsequent 

surveys took place in the form of telephone interviews each spring, and students who transferred 

to other institutions and those who dropped out of college were followed and retained in 

subsequent data collection periods. 

I estimate a mixed effects logistic regression model where the dependent variable is drop 

out, with students nested within schools. Separate regression analyses will be conducted for 

Latino and Latina students, as research suggests that double minority status has differential 

effects on educational attainment patterns (Gonzales 2002). The outcome variable of drop is a 

dichotomous variable that is operationalized as leaving the institution without subsequent 

enrollment in neither the original nor the transfer institution.  

Control variables include the following various demographic, pre-college, and college 

specific characteristics that have been shown to impact the likelihood of dropping out of college: 

college GPA, foreign born status, parents’ education, percent Latino in high school, and 

neighborhood disorder measured specifically through neighborhood violence. Foreign born 

status is a dummy variable, where 1=foreign born, and 0=US born. The variable measuring 

parents’ education, particularly whether at least one parent has a college degree is a dummy 

variable, where 1=at least one parent is a college graduate, and 0=neither parent is a college 

graduate. Neighborhood disorder is a dummy variable indicating whether the respondent often 
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witnessed physical violence in the neighborhood at age 13, where 1=often witnessed physical 

violence, and 0=rarely or never witnessed physical violence. It is well documented in the 

literature that because the neighborhood serves as a crucial source of cultural, physical, and 

social resources, neighborhood deprivation has a negative impact on educational attainment 

(Harding et al. 2010; Garner and Raudenbush 1991; Massey 2004; Massey and Denton 1993). 

Percentage Latino in high school is also included as a continuous independent variable to 

measure the extent to which racial and ethnic composition and social climate impact college 

persistence.  

College specific variables include: percent Latino in college, college GPA, work status 

during college, and whether the respondent experienced financial aid problems in college. 

Percent Latino in college is included as a continuous variable to assess the impact of racial and 

ethnic composition and social distance and racial climate on educational outcomes. GPA is the 

cumulative measure during the students’ first year of study. Finally, problems with financial aid 

receipt and work status during college are included as college specific dummy variables. The 

status of financial aid is an important college specific characteristic that has been persistently 

shown to predict the likelihood of dropping out of college, since the extent of need based 

financial aid and students’ contributions to family income have impacted decision making 

processes for retention (Bettinger 2004; Ishitani and DesJardins 2002).  

I examine the effects of various types of coethnic relationships on likelihoods of dropping 

out of college among Latino/a students enrolled in elite colleges. In particular, the independent 

variables measuring coethnic relationships in this study vary across informal and formal settings, 

and can further be characterized as strong or weak tie relationships. The first set of independent 

variables assess the relative impacts of coethnic relationships characterized as strong ties in both 
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formal and informal contexts on persistence. The first independent variable in the model assesses 

the race or ethnicity of the four people closest to the respondent. In Wave 3 of the NLSF, 

respondents were asked to provide the “first names of the four people you consider to be closest 

to you. These are people with whom you talk about things going on in our life, do things with, 

etc. They may be friends or relatives.” A follow up question asks about the race or ethnicity of 

the previously mentioned individuals. This variable was recoded as a dummy variable, indicating 

whether the respondent had a best friend or closest relationship with a coethnic individual, if at 

least one of the four individuals identified in the aforementioned question was identified as 

Latino. Respondents were asked whether they participate in a variety of extracurricular activities 

such as: sororities and fraternities, sports teams, foreign language groups, political groups, 

environmental groups, religious groups, and performing arts groups. Subsequent questions 

further assessed whether these extracurricular activities were composed of majority Hispanic, 

Black, White, or Asian students, and how often respondents met with members of these groups 

in both formal and informal settings. Drawing from this question, the third independent variable 

was coded as a dummy variable that indicates whether the respondent maintained frequent 

interactions with Latino members of these extracurricular activity groups in a formal setting at 

least once a week (1=met with coethnic members through extracurricular organizations at least 

once a week 0=never or rarely met with coethnic members through extracurricular organization). 

I then analyze the impact of weak ties within formal settings on drop out. The indicator for 

coethnic social support in the form of weak tie relationships measures the extent of interaction 

with coethnic classmates. In Wave 2, respondents were asked, “Thinking back to the very first 

class you attended at college, roughly what percentage of the students were Hispanic? This 

measure was included as a continuous variable in the model. 
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RESULTS  

[TABLE 2.1 ABOUT HERE] 

Table 2.1 shows the summary statistics among Latino students by gender. As expected, 

Latina students show a higher percentage of having a Latino best friend (56%) compared to 

Latino students (46%). Furthermore, among pre-college background characteristics, exposure to 

neighborhood violence is higher among Latino students (24%) relative to Latina students (15%). 

Among college specific factors, Latina students have higher GPAs (3.1) compared to Latino 

students (3.0). They also show higher percentages of working throughout college relative to their 

Latino counterparts, at 61% and 53%, respectively.  

[TABLE 2.2 ABOUT HERE] 

Table 2.2 depicts the results from a series of multilevel logistic regression models. The 

models show the results in exponentiated coefficient form: Model 1 includes pre-college 

characteristics as well as college specific characteristics, where work status and experiencing 

financial aid issues are time varying covariates, while Models 2 and 3 show separate results for 

Latino and Latina students.  

The results from Model 1 indicate that as expected and confirmed in the drop out 

literature, neighborhood effects and family background characteristics have statistically 

significant effects on the likelihood of dropping out among Latino college students in selective 

colleges. More specifically, Latino students who reported that they often witnessed physical 

violence in their neighborhoods showed increases in the odds of dropping out of college by a 

factor of 1.801, net of all other controls, whereas Latino students with at least one parent who is 

a college graduate were found to be less likely to drop out of college by a factor of .383, 
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suggesting that social and cultural capital continue to be salient factors in facilitating positive 

educational outcomes. The effect of being foreign born and Latino composition in high school 

were not found to be statistically significant.  

 The next set of covariates evaluates how various college specific factors that capture 

financial and academic activities on campus impact persistence. Financial activities, such as 

student work status and any indication of problems with regards to financial aid receipt were not 

found to be statistically significant factors in impacting persistence. Proportion Latino on the 

particular college campus was also not found to be statistically significant. However, higher 

GPAs were associated with lower likelihoods of dropping out by a factor of .204, net of all other 

controls. This finding is also consistent with Tinto’s model, which purports that social 

integration in addition to academic integration into the main fabric of the institution are essential 

college specific drivers of attrition.   

 The primary purpose of this study is to explore the nuanced dynamics of coethnic social 

support systems and coethnic social capital among Latino students in the elite college context by 

evaluating the extent to which these social support systems in the form of weak and strong ties 

differentially impact educational persistence. The last set of variables evaluates these effects in 

both formal and informal settings specifically within the institutional context. Beginning with the 

indicator for coethnic social support in the form of strong tie relationships, the odds ratio for 

having at least one best friend that was identified as Latino was .608 and statistically significant, 

indicating that strong tie coethnic relationships are negatively associated with dropping out. 

However, the indicator for strong tie coethnic relationships specifically within formal settings 

was not found to be statistically significant. Futhermore, the indicators for coethnic social 

support in the form of weak tie relationships within formal contexts measured through having 
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classes with other Latino students was not found to be statistically significant. Overall, these 

findings suggest that strong tie coethnic social support systems and weak tie coethnic 

relationships substantively differ in the ways that they function and dynamically sustain positive 

reinforcements of ethnic identities and mutually shared understandings of cultural values and 

experiences that shape educational values, attitudes, and commitments towards positive 

educational outcomes. An explanation for why strong tie relationships measured through having 

a Latino best friend may have a significant impact on the likelihoods of dropping out, while the 

other measures show no effect, is that the presence of a Latino best friend is the most meaningful 

social tie that spans throughout various social domains that the student is embedded within: 

minority culture and the majority society (de Anda 1984). Thus, a Latino best friend 

advantageously functions to provide specifically tailored forms of social support throughout 

informal and formal, college and institution specific, and personal experiences. 

An additional focus of this study is to examine any gendered effects of coethnic social 

relationships. In order to differentiate between these dynamics, regression models were run 

separately for Latina and Latino students enrolled in selective and elite colleges (Model 2 and 

Model 3). Consistent with the results shown in model 1, family background is a statistically 

significant predictor for persistence among both Latina and Latino students. The odds ratios for 

having at least one parent who is a college graduate for Latina and Latino students were .348 and 

.410, respectively. This again suggests that parental socioeconomic characteristics serve as 

important conduits for the transmission of social, cultural, and human capital that facilitate 

positive educational outcomes among the next generation. Neighborhood violence, as a pre-

college background characteristic, was found to have differential impacts across gender. 

Regularly witnessing physical violence in the neighborhood was not found to be statistically 
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significant among Latina students, but was found to be statistically significant among Latino 

students. More specifically, among Latino students, those who regularly witnessed physical 

violence in their neighborhoods at age 13 were 2.358 more likely to drop out of college relative 

to Latino students who never or rarely witnesses instances of neighborhood associated violence. 

An explanation for this finding is that boys, particularly boys from disadvantaged backgrounds, 

are more likely to be exposed to violence that occurs within the neighborhood context due to 

differential responsibilities and restrictions bestowed upon them by their families (Vanfossen et 

al. 2010; Zahn and Brown 2007). Prior studies have found that Latino families are more likely to 

provide more freedoms for boys, and more likely to be more restrictive towards girls (Raffaelli 

and Ontai 2004; Colon and Sanchez 2010). 

 College specific academic factors, in particular, college GPA was also found to have 

varying effects across gender. Among Latino students, higher GPAs were associated with lower 

likelihoods of dropping out by a factor of .370, net of all other controls; however, higher GPAs 

among Latina students were not found to be a statistically significant factor for dropping out. 

This finding is consistent with other studies which posit that academic proficiency, such as 

language and reading scores are salient predictors for educational attainment for boys, whereas 

interpersonal relationships and social support systems, such as participation in college counseling 

and mentorships programs are more important for girls’ academic achievement (Zarate and 

Gallimore 2005).  

 Finally, the presence of a Latino best friend, or a coethnic strong tie, was found to have 

an effect on the persistence of Latina students, but the effect was not found to be statistically 

significant for Latino students. Having at least one Latino best friend, was associated with lower 

odds of dropping out by a factor of .461 among Latina students, relative to Latinas who did not 
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have a Latino best friend. This suggests that among Latina students, the social integration 

element--as purported by Tinto’s model--sustained through meaningful coethnic interpersonal 

relationships is a salient driver for persistence and educational attainment. Beyond just the 

presence and impacts of coethnic social support systems, coethnic social support systems 

characterized particularly by strong ties may facilitate these effects in ways that enhance and 

positively influence the unique experiences and identities of Latina students shaped by cultural 

and structural barriers across various stages of their educational trajectories within the 

institutional context.  

 

DISCUSSION 

This study strives to contribute to the existing literature by evaluating how various types 

of coethnic social support systems through both formal and informal settings within the 

institutional context impact persistence among Latino students. There are two primary findings 

of this study. First, coethnic social support systems characterized by strong tie relationships were 

found to be negatively associated with likelihoods of drop out among Latino students. More 

specifically, Latino students who reported having at least one Latino best friend were less likely 

to drop out of college compared to those who did not report having a Latino best friend, net of 

various academic and non-academic pre-college and college specific controls.  The first finding 

empirically supports the ethnic social capital hypothesis, which contends that embeddedness 

within coethnic networks offers significant opportunities for the attainment of human and social 

capital through coethnic trust established via shared understandings of marginalized experiences, 

processes of ethnic identification, and culturally shaped lived experiences (Zhou 2009; Portes 

and Sensenbrenner 1993; Nagasawa and Wong 1999). This finding empirically contributes to the 
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coethnic social capital theory by demonstrating that not just coethnic relationships, but the 

strength of coethnic interpersonal relationships matter for educational attainment, life chances, 

and opportunities for social mobility. A recent policy report reveals that only 12% of Latinos are 

enrolled in selective colleges, and out of the 503 selective institutions of the U.S., less than 4% 

of these colleges have Latino enrollment that is 25% or higher (Santiago et al. 2016). Thus, the 

presence of a Latino best friend, or a coethnic strong tie, may especially be a salient source of 

social support in the institutional context characterized by the racial and ethnic composition of 

elite and selective institutions, that may ameliorate the impacts of hostile racial climates, 

potentials for stereotype threat, and infrequent cross-racial and ethnic social interactions with 

their peers (Steele 1997; Espenshade and Radford 2009). Therefore, strong and meaningful 

coethnic social support systems may function within this context by providing support generated 

by mutual understandings of marginalization and cultural adaptations that highlight experiences 

of both growing up Latino and going to an elite college as a Latino, which impose additively 

positive effects on their educational outcomes.  

The second finding of this study reveals gendered differences in the effects of coethnic 

social support systems among Latino and Latina students enrolled in elite and selective colleges. 

Latina students who reported having at least one Latino or Latina best friend, or a strong tie 

coethnic relationship, were found to have lower likelihoods of dropping out of college relative to 

other Latina students who did not identify a Latino or Latina best friend. This finding is 

empirically consistent with other studies that highlight the positive impacts of coethnic social 

support systems among women of color in the educational context. For example, Baker (2015) 

finds that within the elite and selective institution context, extracurricular involvement in African 

American student groups on campus as well as taking classes with African American professors 
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had positive effects on both the academic performance and overall college satisfaction of African 

American women, but had no significant effects among African American men. Additionally, 

Barajas and Pierce (2001) contend that although Latinos and Latinas both experience various 

forms of marginalization and discrimination during their schooling, Latinas mitigate the negative 

impacts of such experiences by utilizing social support systems and cultural translators and 

brokers to form bicultural identities, while Latinos turn to other outlets such as participation in 

extracurricular activities.  Although the presence of coethnic social support systems in both 

strong tie and weak tie forms had no effect on likelihoods of dropping out among Latino 

students, neighbourhood contexts and academic performance in college were found to be 

significant predictors of dropping out among Latino students. This finding is consistent with 

other studies which find that Latino students engage in help seeking behaviors within educational 

contexts by relying on individual accountability with less reliance on social support systems 

when faced with various micro-aggressions or academic hardships (Nora et al. 2016; Barajas and 

Pierce 2001). Furthermore, pronounced neighbourhood effects among Latino students were 

found to be associated with likelihoods of dropping out among Latino students, but had no 

impact on Latina students. Differential effects due to varying cultural expectations bolstered by 

traditional gender roles that support claims for more aggressive behaviors of boys vis-à-vis 

cooperative behaviors and attitudes of girls have contributed to explanations for how and why 

these gendered patterns occur (Vanfossen et al. 2010). This finding is also consistent with other 

studies which have shown that not only are girls less likely to be physically exposed to 

neighborhood violence relative to boys, but they are more positively affected by parental 

expectations, interpersonal relationships, and connectedness to family values and expectations 

(Zahn and Brown 2007).  
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On a broader scale, the overall findings defy canonical assimilation models, which 

suggest that poor, students of color must detach themselves from their cultural groundings and 

meld into the mainstream in order to assimilate and achieve educational success. The findings 

from this study highlights, however, that these cultural connections and shared understandings of 

lived experiences situated within these institutional backdrops rendered through coethnic friends 

are the very social forces that become instrumental to the persistence of Latino students in higher 

education. Counter to deficit frameworks that elucidate the deficiencies of Latino youth, the 

findings from this study reveal that coethnic networks instrumentally function as unique forms of 

cultural wealth (Yosso 2005). 
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Table 2.1 Summary Statistics: Means or Percentages of Independent Variables of 

Analytic Sample of Latinos, NLSF (n=916) 

 

   Latina Students Latino Students   

Coethnic Social Support 

(Strong Ties) 

Mean SD Mean SD   

Latino Best Friend  0.56 0.50 0.46 0.50   

         

Frequent Extracurricular 

Meetings 

0.13 0.34 0.14 0.35   

         

Coethnic Social Support (Weak Ties)      

% Latino Students in Classes 6.93 6.29 6.43 6.69   

         

Pre-College Background Characteristics      

Foreign Born Status  0.19 0.39 0.20 0.40   

         

% Latino in High School 24.33 27.75 24.22 28.70   

         

Neighborhood Violence 0.15 0.36 0.24 0.43   

         

Parent College 

Grad 

 0.42 0.40 0.38 0.40   

         

College Type         

Liberal Arts  0.10 0.09 0.09 0.08   

         

Public Research   0.30 0.32 0.30 0.28   

         

Private Research  0.59 0.47 0.60 0.47   

         

College Specific Control Variables      

Financial Aid Problems 0.58 0.49 0.64 0.48   

         

% Latino in College  5.44 3.09 5.24 3.00   

         

GPA   3.10 0.50 3.00 0.56   

         

Working in College  0.61 0.49 0.53 0.5   
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Table 2.2 Odds Ratios from Multilevel Logistic Regression Predicting Drop Out among 

Latinos, NLSF (n=916) 

  

 
 

Full 

Model 

Model 1 

 
 

Latina 

Students 

    Model 2 

 
 

Latino 

Students 

Model 3 

  

 

Coethnic Social Support (Strong Ties) 

     

Latino Best Friend 0.608* 
 

0.461* 
 

0.947 
  

 
(0.169) 

 
(0.176) 

 
(0.406) 

  

Frequent Extracurricular Meetings       0.421 

                                             (0.213) 

 

Coethnic Social Support (Weak Ties) 

0.399 

(0.311) 

 
0.493                

(0.338) 

  

Latino Students in Classes 0.996 
 

0.997 
 

0.993 
  

 
(0.019) 

 
(0.300) 

 
(0.258) 

  

Pre-College Background 

Characteristics 

       

Foreign Born Status 1.501 
 

1.611 
 

1.174 
  

 
(0.483) 

 
(0.729) 

 
(0.571) 

  

% Latino in High School 1.006 
 

1.000 
 

1.009 
  

 
(0.005) 

 
(0.006) 

 
(0.007) 

  

Neighborhood Violence 1.801* 
 

0.817 
 

2.358* 
  

 
(0.501) 

 
(0.473) 

 
(1.034) 

  

Parent College Grad 0.383*** 
 

0.348** 
 

0.410*** 
  

 
(0.109) 

 
(0.137) 

 
(0.186) 

  

      

College Specific Control Variables 
       

Financial Aid Problems 1.477 
 

1.275 
 

2.041 
  

 
(0.433) 

 
(0.502) 

 
(0.981) 

  

% Latino in College 0.998 
 

0.993 
 

0.999 
  

                                           (0.006) (0.001) 
 

(0.008) 
 

(0.002) 

College GPA 0.204* 
 

0.524 
 

0.370** 
  

 
(0.091) 

 
(0.113) 

 
(0.169) 

  

Working in College 0.763 
 

0.990 
 

0.579 
  

 
(0.222) 

 
(0.398) 

 
(0.265) 

  

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Chapter 3 

Beyond the Myth: Evaluating the Effects of Social Support Systems on Depressive 

Symptoms among Asian American College Students  

 

INTRODUCTION 

In the current demographic landscape, the Asian American population is one that is not 

only diverse, but also fast growing. From 2000 to 2015, the Asian population grew by 72%, and 

in 50 years, they are projected to constitute 38% of the total US immigrant population (Lopez et 

al. 2017). In addition to these demographic gains, Asian Americans today experience the lowest 

rates of residential segregation, have the highest median incomes in the US, and are the highest 

educated ethnic group in the US (Lee and Zhou 2014; Hsin and Xie 2014). Recent data from the 

2015 Current Population Survey indicates that 54% of Asians over the age of 25 hold a 

Bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to the overall rate of 33% of the total US population 

(Ryan and Bauman 2016). The overall educational success of Asian Americans is highlighted 

further by their relative enrollment patterns in selective and elite institutions—while Asian 

Americans constitute 5.6% of the US population, they make up approximately 20% of the 

student population at Ivy League institutions (Zhou and Lee 2014).  The exceptionally favorable 

outcomes of Asian Americans’ educational trajectories have popularly touted Asian Americans 

as the model minority, or “honorary Whites,” implying that Asian Americans have fully 

assimilated into the mainstream, and are no longer burdened with experiences of discrimination, 

racial hostility, and structural subordination (Chou and Feagin 2008; Bonilla-Silva 2004).  

Despite the high levels of educational attainment achieved by Asian American students 

relative to other racial and ethnic minority groups, recent studies have highlighted their poor 
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mental health outcomes, relative to their White and non-White peers, challenging the overall 

conceptual applicability of their model minority status. These poor mental health outcomes 

among Asian American students have been exhibited through several mental health conditions 

varying in severity and symptomatology. For instance, data from the 2007 National Center for 

Health Statistics indicate that suicide was found to be the second leading cause of death among 

Asian American females aged 15-24, while other studies indicate that that Asian American 

college students are more likely than White students to express suicidal thoughts (Heron 2011; 

Xu et al. 2010; Kisch et al. 2005). Furthermore, in addition to suicide ideation, depression and 

anxiety levels are also higher among Asian American college students relative to their White 

peers (Okazaki, 1997; Young et al. 2010). An examination of these broader mental health 

outcomes among Asian American college students complicates the notion of the model minority 

model and has ramifications for the overall well-being of Asian American students who feel that 

they do not adequately fit the model of this culturally domineering stereotype. 

 While the heightened prevalence of poor mental outcomes among Asian American 

students has led to extensive studies evaluating the complex relationships between depressive 

symptomatology and academic outcomes, there exists less empirical research evaluating the 

nuances in which protective factors against depressive symptoms impact academic outcomes 

among Asian Americans in the context of higher education. In the higher education setting, poor 

mental health, in particular, is a critical domain of research warranting further investigation 

because of its inhibiting impacts on human capital accumulation, physical health, labor market 

outcomes, and thus, life chances (Kessler et al. 2005).This study extends the literature on the 

buffering effects of social support systems by delineating between types of social support 

(perceived vs. received) and sources of social support (peer vs. parent) among Asian American 
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students in order to highlight the protective factors that function to mitigate the deleterious 

effects of depressive symptoms, while providing a critical lens on Asian Americans’ model 

minority status in their educational trajectories. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Mental Health Outcomes Among College Students 

The transition into college remains as one of the most critical periods experienced by 

adolescents, as they face a multitude of challenges during this coming of age, including increased 

independence from their families and heightened stress levels emerging from both academic and 

social pressures (Lefkowitz 2005; Boute et al. 2007; Hefner and Eisenberg 2009). This 

transitional period away from their families is compounded by academic pressures which may 

impose stressors that have detrimental impacts on students’ overall mental health (Thurber and 

Walton 2012; Crocker and Luhtanen 2003; Kumaraswamy 2013). Consequently, the prevalence 

of mental health concerns among college students in the United States are on the rise, as students 

report arriving to college feeling more overwhelmed compared to previous cohorts (Kitzrow 

2003). According to the 2016 UCLA Higher Education Research Institute survey of freshmen, 

approximately 12% of freshmen indicated that they are frequently depressed while 40.8% of 

freshmen reported feeling frequently overwhelmed (Eagan et al. 2017).  

At the individual level, mental health is a salient factor that impacts educational 

persistence in higher education. Of central concern are the inhibiting impacts of poor mental 

health on skill formation specific to the educational context and subsequent human capital 

accumulation, which may in turn impact labor market outcomes and overall life chances. Given 

that mental health disorders, and in particular, depression, are most likely to manifest in the 18-
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24 age group, it is imperative to understand the complex relationships between mental health and 

academic achievement in order to better identify, prevent, and treat such disorders in this 

population (Kessler et al. 2005).  

Depression and depressive symptoms can alter students’ perceptions about their academic 

trajectories and educational futures, inhibiting other psychosocial factors, such as self-

confidence, motivation, and resilience, to aid them during particularly challenging periods. 

(Eisenberg et al. 2016). Depression and depressive symptoms may hamper students’ abilities to 

concentrate, exert physical energy, and express interest in academics, subsequently inhibiting 

educational outcomes (Eisenberg et al. 2016). Accordingly, it is well established in the literature 

that depression is associated with discontinued enrollment, lower GPA, lower exam scores, and a 

twofold increase in likelihood of dropping out of college (Hysenbegasi et al. 2005; Eisenberg et 

al. 2009; Andrews and Wilding 2004).   

Contrary to the popular perception of Asian Americans that characterizes them as a well-

adjusted model minority group that has made exceptional strides in academic achievement, a 

wide body of work has indicated that Asian American students report higher levels of depressive 

symptoms and overall levels of distress relative to their White peers (Okazaki 1997). For 

instance, Kinzie et al. (1973) report that Chinese American and Japanese American female 

students report higher self ratings on depressive symptoms relative to their female White 

counterparts. Similarly, Hovey et al. (2006) show that Korean American male college students 

reported the highest levels of depression and anxiety. There is also evidence to suggest that more 

Asian American college students report feeling depressed when compared to not only White 

students, but to other students of color (Cress and Ikeda 2003).  

In addition, more recent work evaluating the prevalence of mental health among college 
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students reveals that Asian American students identify more intense symptoms derived from 

distress compared to other college students (Lee, Okazaki and Yoo 2006).  

Although the associations between depression and depressive symptoms and dropping 

out of school have been well-established in the context of secondary education, (Hagan & Foster, 

2001) empirically identifying the impacts of depression on dropping in the college context and 

further evaluating the protective factors that mitigate the detrimental effects of depression on 

drop out among Asian Americans remains a rather unexplored area of research. 

Perceived and Received Social Support as Buffers 

Social support can be theoretically distinguished by perceived and received forms of 

social support. Barrera (1986) distinguishes between perceived and received forms of social 

support by referring to the former as the belief that a network of social support systems exists for 

the individual, whereas the latter refers to the actual support received (e.g. aid, advice, comfort, 

resources, emotional coping assistance) (Reinhardt et al. 2006; Smith et al. 2017). It is well 

established in the literature that perceived social support systems overall impart positive effects 

on well-being and functioning, psychosocial adjustment, and the buffering of stress on 

adjustment (Smith et al. 2017; Rahat and Ilhan 2016; Civitci 2015; Mossakowski and Zhang 

2014; Sheets and Mohr 2009). Thus, perceptions of social support may not only function as a 

psychosocial and emotional protective mechanism, but it also may provide individuals with an 

apparatus for conducting any day to day coping strategies necessary to provide an enhanced 

sense of well-being, self-esteem, and overall life competency (Wethington and Kessler 1986; 

Smith et al. 2017).  

Within the educational context, perceptions of social support have been found to have 

positive impacts on academic achievement and psychosocial adjustment, while received social 
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support impacts self-determination and motivation, facilitating educational achievement (Smith 

et al. 2017). Accordingly, social support has been consistently cited as a critical factor that 

impacts various dimensions of social integration into college campuses (Rayle and Chung 2007; 

Mattanah et al. 2010; Baker 2013). Several hypotheses have been explored to explain the 

mechanisms through which social support systems and interpersonal networks operate to impact 

positive educational outcomes. The direct effect model posits that social support systems have 

independent, beneficial effects across varying levels of stress and disruption (Zimet et al. 1988; 

Singh et al. 2015). Conversely, the buffering hypothesis maintains that social support buffers or 

moderates the impacts of stress, suggesting that social support systems can be particularly 

instrumental during periods or life stages afflicted by higher levels of stress (Zimet et al. 1988; 

Singh et al. 2015).  

 Within the buffering framework, social support operates as a coping mechanism to 

modify the detrimental effects of stress through which social support changes the situation (e.g., 

providing homework assistance), alters the meaning of the situation (e.g, discussing the stressful 

event with another individual, and evaluating the situation in a more positive viewpoint), or 

changes an individual’s response to a difficult situation (Thoits 1986).  In addition to the ways in 

which social support functions as a coping strategy, social support has also been found to bolster 

self-esteem, facilitate the capacity to instill positive emotional awareness, and advance a sense of 

control over the environment or hardship, consequently offsetting the effects of stressors (Pearlin 

et al. 1981; Zimet et al. 1998). 

 While there is preliminary evidence to suggest that peer support functions as a buffer in 

stress induced experiences among Asian Americans, few empirical studies have explicitly 

evaluated the moderating effects of social support systems within this group (Liang and Bogat 
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1994). However, in a recent study, Mossakowski and Zhang (2014) apply the social support 

buffering model to the Asian American population, and find evidence for the buffering effects of 

perceived social support from family pertaining to serious problems, yet find no evidence for the 

buffering effects of perceived social support from friends and peers on stress. These findings 

support the importance of collectivistic cultural values in the psychological process of coping 

among Asian Americans, suggesting that Asian Americans may exert a stronger preference to 

communicate their serious problems with intimate family networks, who may have a deeper 

understanding of the unique hardships challenges embodied by the Asian American experience 

(Mossakowski and Zhang 2014). Furthermore, these findings highlight the enhancing effects of 

perceptions of social support that are instrumental for functioning, well-being, and psychosocial 

adjustment (Smith et al. 2017). Although much of the existing work on the relative impacts on 

perceived vis-a-vis received social support systems have indicated a stronger, positive impact of 

perceived social support on various mental health outcomes, limited research has examined how 

perceived support vis-a-vis received forms of support buffer the effects of stress and depressive 

symptoms among Asian Americans (Mossakowski and Zhang 2014). 

Social Support Systems among Asian American College Students 

At the individual level, family and peer social support have been found to be particularly 

instrumental in impacting academic outcomes, psychosocial adjustment levels, and cultural 

integration (Jensen 2011). An emerging body of literature posits that social support not only 

functions as a buffer against depression and poor mental health, but also helps to facilitate 

thriving by enhancing hedonic, eudaimonic, psychological, social, and physical well-being 

(Feeney and Collins 2015).  The family and the instrumental impacts of social support 

exchanged through family networks has been consistently cited as an important source of 
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educational support among racial and ethnic minority college students, especially during periods 

of heightened emotional distress (Juang et al. 2016). Studies have shown that college students 

who perceive greater levels of social support stemming from their immediate family exhibit 

lower levels of distress and depression (Aquilino 2006). Furthermore, findings from studies 

evaluating the impacts of the family provide evidence for family cohesion mitigating the effects 

of discrimination on depression, suggesting that family networks may serve as a protective factor 

during particularly stressful periods  (Juang and Alvarez 2010; Noh and Kaspar 2003). 

 Discourse on Asian American family dynamics and underlying social support systems 

within family networks have been predominantly driven by cultural explanations. Accordingly, 

research highlighting the cultural aspects of American American social connections and 

networks posit that Asian Americans’ collectivistic values  uphold family or group based social 

connections, suggesting that social support systems could be particularly instrumental for coping 

among Asian American individuals (Mossakowski and Zhang 2014; Noh and Kaspar 2003). 

Moreover, the literature advances that among Asian Americans, the centrality of family 

relationships have been pronounced, as increased family solidarity, cohesion, and familistic 

attitudes and behaviors make them more likely to rely on family members across generations for 

social support relative to other racial and ethnic minority groups (Zheng and Ta 2009). 

Consequently, the  links between increased family support, family cohesion, and family 

obligations and fewer depressive symptoms across Asian American groups have been well 

established in the literature (Wyatt et al. 2015). For instance, higher levels of family cohesion 

and family obligations have been found to be associated with fewer depressive symptoms  

among Chinese adolescents (Juang and Cookston 2009 ; Qin et al. 2012), increased family 

support was found to function as a protective factor against depression among Filipino 
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adolescents (Guerrero et al. 2006), and positive relationships with parents were found to be 

associated with reduced levels of depression among Southeast Asians (Wong 2001).  

In addition to social support generated through family relationships, peer networks have 

been shown to be instrumental in facilitating positive educational outcomes, overall functioning, 

and buffering the negative effects of discrimination among racial and ethnic minority students 

(Juang et al. 2016). In the context of higher education, there is evidence to support stronger 

impacts of peer support on psychological well-being and academic adjustment vis-a-vis parental 

support, suggesting that various types of social support systems within social networks impart 

differential impacts across situational contexts (Rodriguez et al. 2003). These studies posit that 

psychological adjustment among college students is associated to the social support provided 

through peer networks that are more directly instrumental for academic outcomes in the college 

context--context specific behaviors such as studying with peers, sharing notes, and partaking in 

discussions, that impact educational outcomes cannot be replicated by families or other social 

support systems outside of this domain (Dennis et al. 2005; Rodriguez et al. 2003; Richardson 

and Skinner 1992).  

Furthermore, in their study of first generation minority college students, Dennis et al. 

(2005) find that social support systems through peer networks is a more robust predictor for 

academic outcomes and overall adjustment and commitment levels relative to parental social 

support systems. Although research specifically evaluating how peer networks impact Asian 

American young adults in the context of higher education remains rather limited, there has been 

some preliminary support indicating the stress buffering effects of peer social support systems. 

For instance, Grossman and Liang (2008)’s study of Chinese American adolescents finds that the 

presence of supportive peer networks buffer depressive symptoms stemming from the 
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detrimental effects of discrimination. 

The Impact of Social Support on Educational Departures  

 Canonical models of student integration and student attrition have highlighted the impact 

of social support systems on educational trajectories. Tinto’s Student Integration Model offers a 

longitudinal framework that explains how various aspects at both the individual and institutional 

level interact with one another to impact processes of students’ attrition patterns within the 

university context (Tinto 1974; Tinto 1982; Tinto 1997). According to Tinto, the facet of social 

integration, or the extent to which the student is integrated and embedded in both the social and 

academic structures of the institution, is one of the principle aspects that determines whether the 

student ultimately drops out of college (Tinto 1974). Tinto draws on Durkheim’s theory of 

suicide to further inform how integration in the social fabric of university life becomes a crucial 

predictor for decision making patterns with respect to dropping out of college, and subsequent 

processes of departures (Tinto 1974). Durkheim’s theory of suicide contends that the likelihood 

of an individual committing suicide is dependent on the level of social integration in one’s 

society (Durkheim 1897). By social integration, Durkheim refers to the degree and manner in 

which individuals maintain social support through social networks, and are morally integrated 

and regulated within the society at an individual level (Durkheim 1897; Tinto 1974). Tinto, thus 

analogously asserts that drop out occurs among university students who are inadequately 

integrated into two spheres that he argues are the most crucial for success: the social and 

academic structures of an institution. Tinto’s model affirms that this inadequate integration in 

addition to minimal commitment to such a system dynamically impact students’ decisions to 

drop out of college in order to pursue alternative paths which students evaluate as more 

beneficial for them in their respective cost-benefit analyses (Tinto 1974).  
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Though Tinto’s seminal model on student departures from college has been widely 

applied in scholarly works that highlight the various ways in which social networks and social 

support in college environments impact students’ departures from college, Tinto’s model has 

been critiqued because it assumes a dominate collegiate culture and social structure whereby 

students must linearly assimilate to in order for them to be successful (Baker 2013; Guiffridda 

2006; Tierney 1999). Furthermore, Tinto’s model fails to account for how aspects of class, race, 

and gender interact with one another to differentially explain how, and why, some students 

experience complete social integration, while others face isolation. Thus, racial climate, 

perceived social distance to Whites, and social network dynamics across racial and gender lines 

are crucial elements to highlight when examining minority students’ educational outcomes in the 

context of predominantly White institutions. Despite the weaknesses inherent in Tinto’s model, 

one of the greatest merits of Tinto’s framework rests in its emphasis on social support systems 

and their relative impacts on patterns of overall student integration.  

RESEARCH FOCUS 

In this study, I build on prior research by examining the types (perceived vs. received) 

and sources (parent vs. peer) of social support that buffer the deleterious effects of depressive 

symptoms among Asian American students in the selective and elite college context. While the 

social support literature has evaluated the extent to which perceived and received forms of social 

support buffer the effects of discrimination to impact other mental health outcomes among Asian 

Americans, few studies have empirically evaluated these dynamics by assessing the buffering 

effects of distress, depression, and anxiety on a broader set of academic and educational 

outcomes. In this chapter, I marry the theoretical groundwork from the social support, college 

persistence, and minority college experience literature to empirically evaluate how, and to what 
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extent, various forms of social support systems buffer depressive symptoms to impact 

persistence. This chapter is guided by the following research questions: What are the effects of 

depressive symptoms on drop out among Asian American students in the elite and selective 

college context? Do perceived and received forms of social support moderate the effects of 

depressive symptoms to impact the likelihood of drop out? Do perceived and received forms of 

social support from parents and peers moderate the effects of depressive symptoms to impact the 

likelihood of drop out among Asian American students? 

DATA AND METHODS 

The dataset used in this chapter is the National Longitudinal Study of Freshmen (NLSF).  

The NLSF contains 3924 respondents, with equal sized samples of White, Black, Latino, and 

Asian students enrolled in 28 selective and elite colleges and institutions across the US. Six 

waves of data were collected from Fall 1999 until a post-graduate follow up in Spring 2004. The 

face-to-face baseline survey collected information regarding various dimensions of respondents’ 

neighborhoods, schools, and families prior to enrolling in college, and also collected information 

on psychosocial variables such as motivations, aspirations, and attitudes pertaining to both their 

academic and social experiences in both secondary and higher education. 

I estimate a mixed effects logistic regression, where the dependent variable is dropping 

out of college with individual students nested within colleges. Although the NLSF data set only 

includes a selection of selective and elite institutions, there is variability in the selectivity of 

schools and other institutional characteristics, such as the proportion of financial aid packages 

that are need-based, which may in turn result in different baseline probabilities of dropping out 

(Chen and DesJardins 2008; Chen 2008; Tinto 1982). Given these considerations, a mixed 
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effects regression estimation approach allows for both fixed and random effects to make the 

regression formula as precise for every individual observation (Wieling 2011). The outcome 

variable of dropping out of college is a dichotomous variable that is operationalized as leaving 

the institution without subsequent enrollment in any 4-year institution. Since the NLSF data 

continued to follow individuals who transferred to other institutions, it is possible to identify 

whether the student graduated or dropped out from the transfer institution.  

The literature advances several demographic, pre-college, and college specific attributes 

that that have been shown to impact the likelihood for students to dropout of college, which were 

added into the model as control variables. Pre-college background characteristics include: 

foreign born status, gender, parental education, academic quality of high school, and 

neighborhood violence. Foreign born status is a dummy variable, where 0=US born and 

1=foreign born. Gender is a dummy variable where 1=male and 0=female. Parental education is 

a dummy variable operationalized as having at least one parent who is a college graduate, where 

0=neither parent is a college graduate, 1=at least one parent is a college graduate. Academic 

quality of the high school is a scaled variable ranging from 0 to 14. This variable was constructed 

by the NLSF based on the following items: teacher interest (poor to excellent), teacher 

preparation (poor to excellent), fairness of discipline (poor to excellent), and the extent to which 

students felt encouraged to think independently (never to always). Neighborhood violence was 

also included in the model, as prior work has shown that neighborhood deprivation and a lack of 

cultural and social resources embedded within physical environments may facilitate unfavorable 

educational outcomes (Massey 2004; Massey and Denton 1993; Harding et al. 2010). 

Neighborhood violence is a dummy variable indicating whether students often witness physical 

violence in their neighborhoods at age 13, 0=rarely or never witness physical violence, 1=often 
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witnessed physical violence.  

The following college-specific variables are included in the model: problems with 

financial aid receipt, student work status, GPA, and percent Asian in the college campus. 

Financial aid, particularly need-based financial aid, has been cited in the literature as a crucial 

factor that students, especially first-generation students, consider when undergoing a cost-benefit 

analysis in their decisions to pursue their degrees (Bettinger 2004). Wave 4 of the NLSF asks 

students whether they are having any issues with their financial aid--this was coded as a dummy 

variable to indicate 1=at least some problems with financial aid receipt, 0=no problems with 

financial aid receipt. Current work status in college was measured during Wave 4 of the NLSF, 

and coded as a dummy variable where 0=not currently working and 1=currently working. GPA 

was included as a cumulative GPA during the student’s first year of study. Finally, percent Asian 

on college was included as a continuous variable measuring racial composition in order to shed 

light on campus racial climate and social distance from Whites and other racial and ethnic groups 

on campus.  

 In this chapter, I examine the effects of depressive symptoms, and the buffering impacts 

of perceived and received social support on depression to assess these relative impacts on college 

persistence. Depressive symptoms is a scaled variable that was constructed based on questions 

measuring mental health available in Wave 4 of the NLSF. Prior to the questions being asked, 

students were prefaced with the following: “These questions will ask you about how you feel in 

general. How often was each of the following things true during the past week?” Students were 

then followed up with the following statements, with response categories ranging from 0=never 

to 4=all of the time: “You felt depressed,” “It was hard to get started doing things,” “You felt 

that you were too tired to do things,” “You had trouble keeping your mind on what you were 
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doing,” “You felt that people disliked you.” The aforementioned indicators were chosen to create 

a depressive scale that aligns with the DSM-IV classification of symptoms of depression and 

depressive disorder. Table 3.2 shows a comparison between symptoms of minor or major 

depressive disorder as listed in the DSM-IV and the indicators available in the NSLF that align 

with these symptoms.  Table 3.3 details the indices incorporated in the scale measuring 

depressive symptoms, with Cronbach’s Alpha=.82, indicating high internal consistency between 

the indices. 

 The next set of covariates measure social support. In particular, the independent variables 

measuring types of perceived and received social support can be distinguished between peer 

social support and parental social support. In Wave 3 of the NLSF survey, students were asked to 

name up to four individuals with whom they consider to be the closest. For each of these named 

individuals, students were asked the following: “How often does this person accept you no 

matter what you do?” Responses range from 1=always to 5=never. Perceived social support is a 

dummy, coded based on this variable, where individuals who reported having at least one of 

these four mentioned individuals who often or always accept the respondent=1, and 0=never or 

rarely accept them. Received social support is coded based on a variable that measures the extent 

to which students went to other individuals for support. In Wave 3, students were asked, “How 

often do you go to this person for advice?” referencing each of the four individuals with whom 

they consider to be the closest. Received social support was coded as a dummy variable, where 

reports of often or always going to the named individual to seek advice =1 and 0=never or rarely 

going to the named individual to seek advice. Each of the aforementioned questions are then 

proceeded by a follow up question in Wave 3 which identifies the relationship of the four named 

individuals to the student, as a parent or friend. Perceived and received forms of social support 
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from either a parent or a friend is a dummy variable measuring whether the social support comes 

from a parent or friend. 

RESULTS 

 [TABLE 3.1 ABOUT HERE] 

Table 3.1 reports the descriptive statistics for the analytic sample. Among Asian 

American students in the NLSF, 81% report perceptions of social support, while 74% of report 

receipt of social support, indicating relative concordance between perceptions vis-a-vis actual 

receipt. Furthermore, when assessing the source of social support, 78% of students indicate 

perceived social support from peers, while 77% report receiving social support from peers. 

However, when evaluating both perceived and received forms of social support from parents, 

21% report having perceived social support while 22% report having received support.  

When considering pre-college background characteristics, 71% of Asian Americans in 

the sample report having at least one parent who is a college graduate. 8% report regularly 

witnessing violence in their neighborhoods. In terms of college specific characteristics, 58% of 

Asian American students in the sample are enrolled in a private research institution, 32% in a 

public research university, and 10% in a liberal arts institution. Approximately half of Asian 

students report difficulties with financial aid receipt and working during college. The mean first 

year cumulative GPA is 3.29. The mean percentage of composition of Asian Americans across 

all institutions is 14%. 

When evaluating mental health outcomes among Asian American students in the NLSF, 

the mean scores on the depressive scale is 1.24, compared to 1.23, and 1.21 for African 
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American and Latino students, respectively. White students have the lowest scores on the 

depressive scale, at 1.17 (Table 3.5). 

[TABLE 3.4 ABOUT HERE] 

[TABLE 3.5 ABOUT HERE] 

Table 3.4 reports the correlations matrix among the social support indicators in the 

model. All the correlations between the social support measures were found to be statistically 

significant. The correlations range from 0.13 to 0.92, indicating a wide variation in the extent to 

which the social support measures are linearly related. In particular, the correlation between 

received social support and perceived social support is 0.82. When delineating between sources 

of social support, the correlations between perceived social support from peers and received 

social support from peers and perceived social support from parents and received social support 

from parents are 0.92 and 0.95, respectively. These high correlations indicate strong alignment 

between student’s perceptions and actual interactions in the context of social support. In 

comparison, Haber et al. (2007) in their meta analysis find  support for a moderate correlation 

between perceived and received social support, with r = 0.35. Due to the highly correlated nature 

of these social support indicators, they were included into subsequent regression analyses 

individually to avoid multicollinearity. 

[TABLE 3.6 ABOUT HERE] 

Table 3.6 reports the results from a series of multilevel regression models predicting drop 

out in exponentiated coefficient form. Model 1, Model 2, and Model 3 include pre-college 

characteristics and the primary variables of interest as independent variables. Model 1 is the 
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baseline model that assesses the impact of depressive symptoms on the likelihood of dropping 

out. As expected, a one unit increase in the depressive scale was associated with a higher 

likelihood of dropping out by a factor of 1.41, net of all other control variables. Among the pre-

college and college-specific dimensions included in the model, GPA and foreign born status 

were found to be statistically significant. Overall, higher GPAs were associated with lower 

likelihoods of dropping out--in the baseline model, a unit increase in GPA was associated with a 

lower likelihood of dropping out by a factor of 0.26.  Consistent with Tinto’s model, (Tinto 

1982; Tinto 1975) which highlights the importance of academic integration into the framework 

that evaluates trajectories of drop out behaviors, higher GPAs were associated with lower 

probabilities of dropping out across all models. Furthermore, among pre-college background 

attributes, Asian students in the sample who were foreign born were more likely to drop out of 

college by a factor or 1.79, relative to their native born Asian peers, while holding all other 

variables in the model constant. Like GPA, foreign born status was also associated with higher 

likelihoods of dropping out across all models.  This finding supports the immigrant optimism 

hypothesis, which purports that because foreign both adolescents are confronted with language 

and cultural barriers, they will have less favorable educational outcomes relative to their native 

born peers, or second generation immigrants (Kao and Tienda 1995). 

Model 2 and Model 3 evaluate the effects of depressive symptoms on drop out when 

controlling for the effects of both perceived and received forms of social support. Even after 

controlling for both forms of social support, higher levels of depressive symptoms are still 

associated with the likelihood of dropping out of college. When controlling for perceived social 

support, a one unit increase in the depressive scale is associated with a 1.43 odds ratio, while 

controlling for received social support is associated with a 1.42 odds ratio. Neither received 
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social support nor received social support were found to be statistically significant predictors of 

drop out in Model 2 and Model 3. This finding is inconsistent with prior research which finds 

support for a positive relationship between perceived social support and persistence decisions, 

and academic outcomes (Nicpon et al. 2006; Walker and Satterwhite 2002; Mallinckrodt 1988). 

However, because these prior works have evaluated the effects of depression on persistence in 

conjunction with perceived and received social support overall, or in non-Asian groups, my 

findings suggest that received and perceived forms of social support may function differentially 

across racial and ethnic lines within the university context. 

The primary purpose of this study is to empirically evaluate the buffering effects of 

perceived and social support on depressive symptoms among Asian American students in the 

elite college context. Model 4 through Model 9 explicitly test these effects utilizing varying 

types (perceived vs. received) and sources (peer vs. parent) of social support embedded in 

students’ social networks. Models 4 and 5 test the buffering impacts of perceived and received 

forms of social support.  Model 4 indicates that perceived social support significantly interacts 

with depressive symptoms, where the overall effects of depression on drop out were buffered by 

perceived social support (OR=0.28, p < 0.1). Similarly, Model 5 reveals that received social 

support interacts significantly with depressive symptoms, suggesting that received support 

modifies the association between depressive symptoms and drop out, such that the effects of 

depression is weaker (OR=0.21, p < 0.5) for individuals who received social support. This 

finding suggests that the coping assistance (e.g. information exchanged, resources and comfort 

provided) received by the student operates as a modifying mechanism to alter the ways in which 

the student responds and recognizes the challenges associated with their depressive symptoms 

(Thoits 1986).  
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Models 6 through 9 further evaluate the buffering effects of both perceived and received 

social support by differentiating across sources of support. As evident in Model 6, the interaction 

between perceived support from peers and depressive symptoms is statistically significant, 

finding support for the buffering hypothesis for perceived social support from peer networks 

(OR=0.29, p < 0.5). In addition to perceived support from peers, received support from peers 

was also found to buffer the effects of depressive symptoms on persistence (OR=0.30, p < 0.5).  

[FIGURE 3.1 ABOUT HERE] 

[FIGURE 3.2 ABOUT HERE] 

Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2 graphically depict the effects of these interaction terms on the 

predicted probability of dropping out. Figure 3.1 shows that among Asian students, those who 

did not report having perceived social support have higher probabilities of dropping out across 

the depressive scale, as indicated by the steeper slope of the line. Figure 3.2 exhibits a similar 

pattern, as those who did not actually receive support from peers have significantly higher 

predicted probabilities of drop out, particularly at the higher ends of the depressive scale. 

Overall, these findings suggest that in the context of higher education, peer networks serve as a 

unique source of exchanging, sharing, and intimately understanding the contextual factors 

embedded in the college campus that facilitate psychological adjustment and subsequent 

academic outcomes. It may be that depressive symptoms both explicitly and implicitly connected 

to the transitional stage of attending college and the academic and interpersonal challenges 

associated with the overall college experience that are uniquely buffered by the ways in which 

the very individuals who are able to understand and identify with those challenges can offer 

instrumental support. 
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Model 8 and Model 9 extend testing the buffering hypothesis to assess whether perceived 

and received social support from parents buffer the impact of depressive symptoms on college 

persistence. In both models, neither of the interaction terms measuring received or perceived 

social support from parents were found to be statistically significant. Such findings suggest that 

despite the considerable evidence in the literature that exhibits family cohesion and collectivism 

found in Asian American families overall, Asian college students may prefer to solicit support 

from those who have been in comparable situations with regards to depressive symptoms and the 

various interpersonal and academic challenges inherent in the college student’s experiences. 

DISCUSSION  

This study strives to identify the impacts of depressive symptoms on persistence, and 

differentiates the effects of the types (perceived vs. received) and sources (peer vs. parent) of 

social support that mitigate the deleterious impacts of depressive symptoms on educational 

outcomes among Asian American students in the selective and elite college context. There are 

two primary findings of this study. First, both perceived and received sources of social support 

were found to buffer the negative effects of depressive symptoms on attrition among Asian 

American students. While stronger associations between perceived social support and mental 

health outcomes relative to received social support have been widely established in the existing 

literature, studies which have evaluated the effects of perceived and received social support 

among Asian Americans have shown varied results. For example, in their study of Asian 

Americans, Mossakowski and Zhang (2014) explore the social support buffering model and find 

evidence for the buffering effects of perceived social support from family, yet find no evidence 

for the buffering effects of perceived social support from friends and peers on stress. However, 

in their study of Korean immigrants, Noh and Kaspar (2003) find that received social support 
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from friends and family were not only associated with fewer depressive symptoms, but that 

received social support modified the interaction between emotional coping and discrimination, 

where the actual receipt of social support may function in compensatory ways to offset the 

negative effects of poor emotional coping skills. Because attending college is a unique 

experience that takes place during the transition to adulthood and the physical transition away 

from families, this particular finding suggests that although perceived and received forms of 

social support may function differentially within this setting, they each operate in instrumental 

ways to facilitate positive educational outcomes. From a life course perspective, the transition 

into the first year of college has been highlighted as one of the most critical periods experienced 

by adolescents (Hefner and Eisenberg 2009; Hicks et al. 2008; Giddan 1988; Shaver, Furman, 

and Buhrmester 1985; Cutrona 1982). During this transition, young adults are often faced with 

adapting to new social environments and creating new relationships on campus while 

renegotiating family relationships, encountering academic pressures, and coping with various 

socioemotional responses (i.e. distress, low self-esteem, anxiety) (Hicks et al. 2008; Gerdes and 

Mallinckrodt 1994).  In such an environment, perceived social support may modify the effects of 

depressive symptoms by enabling individuals to adjust psychologically and thereby recognize 

potential problems as less severe, while the tangible receipt of support, through material, 

emotional or informational support may alleviate distress and depressive symptoms in more 

direct ways (Cohen and Wills 1985).  

The second finding of this study indicates that when differentiating between sources of 

social support, received support from peers and perceived support from peers buffered the effects 

of depressive symptoms on persistence, while social support from parents had no buffering 

effects. This finding aligns with the situational hypothesis, which posits that the salience of 
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parents versus peers as sources of social support oscillate across situational contexts (Brittain 

1967). Prior work that have evaluated the contexts of social support systems among adolescents 

indicate that for matters involving more long term consequences, such as career and educational 

plans and grades, parents are solicited as more valuable consultants, while peers are preferred 

sources of social support when dealing with experiences involving interpersonal conflicts and 

relationship matters (Brittain 1963; Youniss and Smollar 1985). Given that Asian American 

students in college may face a multitude of interpersonal problems stemming from romantic 

relationships, experiences with discrimination on campus, and loneliness in the transition to 

gaining independence, students may feel more inclined to seek support from relevant sources 

who have similar lived experiences and thus a more intimate knowledge into such unique 

experiences.  

Furthermore, this finding may be theoretically contextualized by drawing on the 

relationships between culture, the self, and social support. Collectivistic cultures, such as those in 

many Asian cultures, identify and situate the self within a web of interdependent relationships 

bound by group norms, objectives, and beliefs, where such collective entities take precedence 

over personal needs and goals (Kim et al. 2006). Thus, obligations towards interdependent 

relationships may inhibit individuals from freely seeking support and disclosing personal 

problems in order to preserve interdependent harmony (Kim et al. 2006). Chang (2015) 

examined how Asian Americans negotiate these collectivistic values in seeking support, and 

found that Asian American college students were more likely to underutilize social support due 

to fears of losing face and burdening others, but when they did seek support, they preferred to 

confide in individuals who had endured similar experiences. Asian Americans students may 

negotiate the adherence to collectivist ideals in addition to the stigma associated with poor 
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mental health particularly within the Asian community (Eisenberg et al. 2009), to utilize their 

relationships with like-minded peers as an essential source for coping, enduring, and thriving. 

These findings together, suggest that due to their cultural understandings of the self in relation to 

social support, the specificity of the college context and the unique challenges it presents, and 

their vulnerability to depressive symptoms, Asian American students must negotiate such 

relationships involving help seeking in nuanced ways. The results from this study extend Tinto’s 

model by highlighting how peer networks serve as a crucial source of social support among 

Asian American students involving sharing information, exchanging emotional support, and 

identifying similarities through shared experiences that facilitate the social integration necessary 

to mentally, physically, and academically thrive in college settings. 

Several shortcomings of this work warrant noting. First, the buffering effects of various 

social support systems on depressive symptoms, stress, and anxiety, should be evaluated in 

consideration of the timing of the support received and perceived. Due to data limitations, this 

analysis was restricted to evaluating the exchange of social support as a static measure. Given 

that transactions of social support immediately following trauma or emotion triggering shocks 

can be instrumental for coping mechanisms, future work should consider the types, sources, and 

timing of social support systems in conjunction to assess how, and to what extent, they 

dynamically moderate the detrimental effects of poor mental health (Jacobsen 1986). Further, 

this study was limited in empirically identifying more nuanced characteristics between the 

individual and the source of social support. Additional information involving the social and 

educational context under which the relationship developed, and more particulars on the nature 

of the social support exchanged (e.g., verbal affirmations, physical acts of support) would shed 

light on the mechanisms through which varied forms of support ameliorate the effects of 
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depressive symptoms. Although these analytical limitations impact the methodological capacities 

of this work, the present research furthers our knowledge of the ways in which Asian American 

students in elite and selective institutions recognize, negotiate, and utilize their social support 

systems as protective measures. 
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Table 3.1 Descriptive Statistics for Analytic Sample of Asian 

Americans (NLSF, n=959)  

      

  Mean SD Min Max 

  
    

Pre-College Background Characteristics   

 
     

Foreign Born  0.31 0.46 0 1 

Male  0.43 0.49 0 1 

Female  0.57 0.50 0 1 

Parent College grad 0.71 0.50 0 1 

HS Academic Quality 9.82 2.41 1 14 

Neighborhood 

Violence 
0.08 0.27 0 1 

 
     

College Specific Characteristics    

College Type      

Liberal Arts  0.10 0.30 0 1 

Public Research 0.32 0.46 0 1 

Private Research 0.58 0.51 0 1 

Financial Aid Problems 0.52 0.50 0 1 

Working Job 0.44 0.49 0 1 

GPA  3.29 0.26 0 4 

% Asian on Campus 0.14 9.70 2 40 

  
    

Depressive Symptoms     

Depressive scale  1.24 0.63 0 4 
      

Social Support     

  
    

Perceived  
    

Perceived Support 0.81 0.39 0 1  

Perceived From 

Parents 
0.21 0.41 0 1  

Perceived From Peers 0.78 0.42 0 1  

  
    

Received  
    

Received Support 0.74 0.44 0 1  
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Received from Parents 0.22 0.42 0 1  

Received from Peers 0.77 0.42 0 1  
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Table 3.2 Comparison of Indicators Used in the Depressive Index 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Symptoms of depression in DSM-IV Indicators in NLSF    

       
Depressed mood by self-report or observation made by 

others You felt depressed  
Loss of interest or pleasure It was hard to get started doing things   
Fatigue/loss of energy You felt that you were too tired to do things  
Worthlessness/excessive or inappropriate guilt You felt that people disliked you   
Diminished ability to think/concentrate or indecisiveness You had trouble keeping your mind on what you were doing 
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Table 3.3 Construction of Indices of Depressive Symptoms 

 

Item    
Depressive Symptoms Response Range Scale Scores  

  Minimum Maximum 

How often was each of the following things true during the past week: You felt 

depressed. Never to All of the Time 0 4 

How often was each of the following things true during the past week: It was hard 

to get started doing things. Never to All of the Time 0 4 

How often was each of the following things true during the past week: You felt 

that you were too tired to do thing. Never to All of the Time 0 4 

How often were each of the following things true during the past week: You had 

trouble keeping your mind on what you were doing Never to All of the Time 0 4 

How often was each of the following things true during the past week: You felt 

that people disliked you. Never to All of the Time 0 4 

Total   20 

Cronbach's Alpha  0.82 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 120 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.4 Correlations between Received and Perceived Sources of Social Support (NLSF, n=959) 

 

  Received Support Perceived Support 

Received from 

Peers 

Received from 

Parents 

Perceived from 

Peers 

Perceived from 

Parents 

Received Support 1.00       
Perceived Support 0.82  1.00      

Received From Peers 0.75  0.88  1.00     
Received from Parents 0.20  0.26  0.13 1.00   
Perceived from Peers 0.76  0.90 0.92 0.14 1.00  
Perceived from Parents 0.20  0.25  0.13 0.95 0.14 1.00  
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Table 3.5 Mean Scores on Depressive Scale, by Race (NLSF, n=3924) 

     

 Mean SD Min Max 

Asian 1.24 0.63 0 3.8 

African American 1.23 0.64 0 3.8 

Latino 1.21 0.67 0 3.2 

White 1.17 0.62 0 3.6 
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Table 3.6  Construction of High School Academic 

Support Scale    
 

 Response Range Scale Scores  

  Minimum Maximum 

Teacher Interest Poor to Excellent 0 3 

Teacher Preparation                                     Poor to Excellent 0 3 

Fairness of Discipline                                  Poor to Excellent 0 3 

Felt Encouraged to Think Independently    Never to Always 0 5 

Total  0 14 

Cronbach's Alpha  0.7 
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Table 3.7 

Odds Ratios from Multilevel Logistic Regression Predicting Drop Out among 

Asian Americans, NLSF (n=959) 

   

   
       

Pre-College Background Characteristics       

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 

Foreign Born  1.79* 1.78* 1.79* 1.92* 2.02* 2.03* 2.00* 1.77* 1.78* 

Male 0.89 0.82 0.82 0.83 0.82  0.90  0.86  0.89  0.90  

Parent College grad 1.05 1.01 1.02 0.97 1.02  1.13  1.10  1.05  1.05  

HS Academic Quality 1.05 1.05 1.01 1.07 1.06  1.05  1.05  1.05  1.05  

Neighborhood 

Violence 
1.31 1.28 1.29 1.35 1.36  1.11 1.09  1.34 1.33  

 
         

College Specific Characteristics        

 
         

Financial Aid 

Problems 
0.65 0.63 0.63 0.61 0.67  0.68 0.67  0.64  0.65  

Working Job 0.82 0.82 0.82 0.76 0.83  0.83 0.85  0.83  0.81  

GPA 0.26* 0.27* 0.28* 0.26* 0.28*  0.29* 0.27* 0.29* 0.28* 

% Asian on Campus 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01  1.01 1.01  1.02  1.02  

 
         

Depressive Symptoms 
        

 
         

Depressive Scale 1.41* 1.43* 1.42* 4.37* 4.69*** 3.74** 3.65* 1.37* 1.38* 

 
         

Social Support         

 
         

Perceived Support  0.64        

Received Support  0.63       

 
         

Perceived Support   3.01*      

Perceived SupportXDepressive  0.28*      
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(Standard Errors and Confidence Intervals were bootstrapped on 50 replications) 

 

 

 

 
         

Received Support    5.37*     

Received SupportXDepressive   0.21*     

 
         

Perceived From Peers     4.10*    

Perceived From PeersXDepressive    0.29*     

 
         

Received From Peers      4.00*   

Received From PeersXDepressive     0.30*   

 
         

Perceived From Parents       1.44  

Perceived from ParentsXDepressive      1.05  

 
         

Received From Parents        1.43 

Received from ParentsXDepressive       1.03 

   
       

   
       

***<=0.001, **p<=0.01, *p<=0.05+p<=.1 (two-tailed tests)      
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Figure 3.1 
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Figure 3.2 
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CONCLUSION 

 

“Two babies born today in America may have very different life chances depending on 

the social class of their parents. But it is a mistake to focus only on the characteristics of 

parents and to discount the role of social institutions in producing and validating this 

pattern of inequality.” 

(Lareau 2013, p. 96 ) 

 

The value of a college degree, particularly one from an elite institution has been found to be 

substantial with respect to economic and social gains. Various studies have shown that elite 

institutions offer superior labor market outcomes, individualized academic environments, and larger 

tuition subsidies (Hout 2012; Reardon et al. 2012; Hoxby 2009). Beyond these educational and 

financial aspects of the elite college experience, elite institutions offer students specialized social 

networks that facilitate the transmission of unique forms of cultural and social capital (Reardon et al. 

2012). These social networks become particularly important as Fortune 500 companies and top legal 

and financial firms utilize and incorporate facets of college prestige in the job hiring process 

(Reardon 2012). While advantageous prospects for social mobility within this context remain, 

scholarly work has focused on evaluating selective and elite colleges and universities as qualitatively 

different institutions to the extent that they impact both the selection and outcomes of students across 

racial lines and social background characteristics (Espenshade and Radford 2009; Bowen and Bok 

2000). In this dissertation, I have examined the effects of various social and psychosocial factors that 

impact persistence across racial and ethnic minorities in selective and elite institutions. With the goal 

of highlighting the nuanced ways in which elite and selective institutions serve as sorting grounds 
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for the reproduction of educational inequalities, this dissertation has evaluated how social support 

systems and psychosocial factors instrumentally serve as protective forces in students’ educational 

experiences. 

Over the life course, parent characteristics principally impact the differential life outcomes of 

children, as do educational institutions. Selective and elite institutions are constituted by a unique set 

of norms and academic oriented behaviors, or a hidden curriculum that contribute to the 

reproduction of inequality within the institutional setting (Lareau 1987; Margolis 2001; Massey et al. 

2003; Farkas 1996). Results from Chapter 1 indicate that cultural capital and the knowledge 

necessary to successfully navigate the educational institution is a salient factor impacting education 

outcomes. In particular, results from this chapter show that students of color who more frequently 

approached their professors after class to ask about course concepts and materials they did not fully 

understand were less likely to drop out of college relative to their peers who did not, suggesting that 

building teacher-student bonds and the cultural knowledge that instills a capacity to decode the 

hidden curriculum is essential for achieving academic success within the selective and elite college 

setting. This finding has several policy implications specific to the higher education context. Recent 

work has indicated that when students of color have co-ethnic teachers, they are more likely to feel 

more engaged in their work, more likely to feel more confident in their teacher’s ability to 

effectively communicate with students, more likely to exhibit higher aspirations for other 

educational outcomes, and more likely to feel positively cared for, suggesting that faculty members 

of color are able to develop a relevant cultural rapport with students that suffuses classroom settings 

(Egalite et al. 2017). Despite the positive impacts of such co-ethnic support systems on educational 

outcomes, the representation of faculty members of color, particularly in the selective and elite 

college context remains minimal. Data from 2013 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
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indicates that among high activity research universities, 79% of professors with tenure were white, 

12% Asian, 4% Hispanic, and 3% Black (Myers 2016).  In addition to addressing racial disparities in 

higher education and the representation of faculty members of color, implementing programs and 

policies that actively promote enriching mentorship opportunities between white faculty and 

minority students can be instrumental for the overall educational trajectories of students navigating 

the unique social and academic milieu of selective and elite institutions. 

While the literature on attrition has aimed at examining the impacts of involvement, 

academic engagement, and integration, measured by the perceptions that define individuals’ sense of 

belonging on the wider campus community, this dissertation has shifted the analytical focus to 

examine how social relations and support systems function multitudinously within this context. The 

transition to college is a unique time point during the life course where individuals gain more 

independence from their families to nurture relationships and connections to the broader society 

through the development of intimate peer relationships (Ueno 2005). Not only do adolescents and 

young adults spend a great quantity of time with peers, but they also place great value on the quality 

and functions of their relationships with like-minded peers (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson 1984). In 

Chapter 2, I find empirical support for the ethnic social capital hypothesis, where the presence of a 

strong, co-ethnic tie is associated with lower likelihoods of dropping out of college. Results from 

this chapter also reveal gendered differences in the effects of co-ethnic social support systems among 

Latino and Latina students enrolled in elite and selective colleges. Taken together, these findings 

suggest that time, place, and identities intersect in nuanced ways to impart differential educational 

outcomes. While prior work has shown that frequent cross racial and ethnic social interactions 

facilitate more tolerant attitudes about racialized processes of inequalities, higher levels of cognitive 

development, and higher levels of college satisfaction, co-ethnic relationships may also serve as 
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bonding ties through which profound connections that facilitate resiliency, trust, and a sense of 

belonging, are nurtured and sustained between students who dually belong to the minority and 

marginalized culture situated against the backdrop of a majority society (Putnam 2000; Pascarella et 

al. 1996; Espenshade and Radford 2009; de Anda 1984). The findings from this chapter further 

support the contention that co-ethnic relationships and social support systems serve as instrumental 

rather than detrimental social forces to analytically shift the research lens from a deficit perspective 

to an asset perspective in order to reframe ethnic social capital as a form of cultural wealth (Yosso 

2005). 

Chapter 3 extends this evaluation of the instrumental functions of social support systems 

to find that perceived and received forms of social support derived from peers serve as protective 

sources against the detrimental impacts of poor mental health among Asian Americans. While 

studies assessing the buffering effects of social support systems have found support when 

considering such effects on other mental health indicators as the outcome of interest 

(Mossakowski and Zhang 2014; Kawachi and Berkman 2001; Noh and Kaspar 2003), the results 

from this chapter lend support for the buffering of depressive symptoms on non-mental health 

outcomes. Much contemporary work that explains the association between high levels of 

integration and mental well-being has been fundamentally rooted in Durkheim’s contention that 

the emotional attachment created and sustained through social integration facilitates mental 

health by fulfilling individualistic desires to belong (Durkheim 1865; Durkheim 1966). Social 

relationships also positively impact self-identities by providing individuals with a more acute 

sense of obligations, expectations, and positive feelings (Thoits 1986). Given that college 

attendance is a unique life experience during a transition that uniquely structures social 

relationships with peers, peer effects may be particularly impactful within this context to align 
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with the situational hypothesis, which posits that the social context under which social support is 

solicited and provided is central in evaluating their effects. Although parents may be paramount 

sources of social support for Asian American college students for matters involving more long 

term consequences, students may prefer to confide in peers regarding stressful situations 

stemming from a broad array of academic and interpersonal relations, where the day to day 

impacts of peer social support systems can be particularly vital. Given the salience of peer 

networks among young adults and adolescents, future work should evaluate the multi-faceted 

ways in which various forms of social support systems buffer the effects of poor mental health 

on other life outcomes across the span of the life course. 
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