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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
 

Hidden Configurations of Inequality: A Multilevel Analysis of Ethnic Stratification  

across the Postsecondary Pipeline 

 

by 

 

Bach Mai Dolly Nguyen 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2017 

Professor Robert T. Teranishi, Chair 

 
Consider college success as a 1000-piece pyramid shaped puzzle, with each student 

representing one unique piece that fits precisely into a racial hierarchy. This puzzle represents 

the normative racial paradigm through which the stratification of educational success is viewed, 

studied, and understood. But, what if one of those pieces does not fit? What becomes of outliers 

to that dominant hierarchy? Asian Americans illustrate the need for reconsidering this hierarchy, 

as they do not hold a static position within it. As such, my dissertation aims to answer the 

broader question: How does complicating the Asian American race category, through the 

examination of ethnicity, change the outcomes of educational “success” for Asian Americans? 

To answer this question, I utilize a multilevel mixed-effects approach to examine the factors that 

influence educational success – measured as enrollment, persistence and attainment – using 

longitudinal data, disaggregated by Asian American ethnic subgroup.  
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Guided by racial formation theory, the study finds that the despite the success normally 

associated with Asian American students, those who are economically disadvantaged face a 

pronounced disadvantage in enrollment and transfer – one that is more distinctly negative than 

any other racial group. The study also reveals that counter to former research, as high school 

GPA increases, Vietnamese students become less likely to enroll in a four-year university than 

comparable Chinese peers. Together, the study necessitates the questioning of assumptions 

related to how success and race are linked. Additionally, it undergirds the broader point that 

being Asian American, despite perceived or actualized success, does not equate freedom from 

structural discrimination. 

Thus, whether Asian Americans feel represented by the dominant racial hierarchy or not, 

there is an immediate need to challenge misconceptions about how the invisibility of some may 

be part and parcel of the discrimination faced by all. Only when a puzzle has all its pieces in 

place can a true rendering of the stratification of success be revealed. Through the collective 

effort of Asian Americans as a unified group to unveil the hidden configurations of inequality by 

ensuring that each piece of the college success puzzle is acknowledged and integrated, 

educational equity can be advanced.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Consider college success as a 1000-piece pyramid shaped puzzle, with each student 

representing one unique piece that fits precisely into a racial hierarchy. This puzzle represents 

the normative racial paradigm through which the stratification of educational success is viewed, 

studied, and understood. This well-established hierarchy, with White students at the top and 

ethnic minority students at the bottom, demonstrates that educational success is racially stratified 

– “the unequal distribution of people across social categories that are characterized by 

differential access to scarce resources” (Massey, 2007, p. 1) – a matter that has been thoroughly 

examined within educational research (Allen, 1988; 1992; Allen & Haniff, 1992; Darling-

Hammond, 1998; Charles, Fischer, Mooney, & Massey, 2009; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Slavin & 

Oickle, 1981; Strayhorn, 2010). 

But, what if one of those pieces does not fit? What becomes of outliers to that dominant 

hierarchy? Although past scholarship offer foundational explanations for racial stratification – 

from poor campus conditions to under-resourced high schools – and highlight the persistent state 

of racial inequality in education, they also rely on and reinforce a racial hierarchy for explaining 

differences in educational outcomes that does not capture outliers to the hierarchy. These studies 

point out that the outcome for pieces of the puzzle that do not fit neatly is invisibility, which 

brings to light the need to question assumptions related to how educational opportunity1 is 

understood and researched when using race as a variable. 

                                                
1 Educational opportunity is deliberately used – as opposed to achievement –to align with efforts 
of Asian American and Pacific Islander advocates and community leaders in Washington State 
who aim to overcome the deficit approach that is attached to the term “achievement gaps”, which 
place responsibility on students and community; whereas educational opportunity gaps better 
represent the shortcomings of the education system to support academic success. 
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Asian Americans are a group that well illustrates the need for alternative perspectives on 

the stratification of educational opportunity, as they do not hold a static position within the racial 

hierarchy, dependent on whom within the community is being considered. To demonstrate, 

Asian Americans are highly successful in their degree attainment both in Washington State and 

in the nation at large, even more so than the majority White population. What this aggregate data 

does not capture, however, is the reality that Hmong Americans experience an educational 

attainment rate (bachelor’s degree or higher) of only 14.7% as compared to 71.1% of Asian 

Indians [National Commission on Asian American and Pacific Islander Research in Education 

(CARE), 2013]. In fact, Asian Americans fall along the full spectrum of educational attainment 

(CARE, 2013), which represents the incredible heterogeneity within the racial group.  

The diversity in the community is a point that has been well delivered by Asian American 

scholars (CARE, 2013; 2015; Hune & Takeuchi, 2008; Museus & Truong, 2009; Nguyen, 

Nguyen & Nguyen, 2014; Um, 2003). Together, these studies offer a strong foundation, which 

establishes two key conclusions: 1) there are differences in educational success between Asian 

American ethnic subgroups, and 2) there are particular factors that may play a role in these 

intergroup disparities (e.g. lack of belonging, financial aid, and language barriers). Due to the 

scope and type of data that has been available to past researchers, however, these studies have 

largely relied on descriptive statistics as the method of analysis. This has resulted in a gap in 

literature that examines characteristics that empirically predict educational outcomes for different 

ethnic subgroups, which ultimately answer the overarching question in my study: How does 

complicating the Asian American race category, through the examination of ethnicity, change 

the outcomes of educational “success” for Asian Americans? 
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Considering Asian Americans, it becomes evident that a nuanced examination of this 

student population would be useful for contesting the normalized hierarchical approach through 

which educational opportunity is studied. However, it is important to note that while Asian 

Americans are a model that exemplifies the need to interrogate how educational opportunity gaps 

are presently understood, the matter of challenging the racial hierarchy of “success” is critical for 

all populations of color. As past race scholars have established, the racial hierarchy keeps people 

of color in a subordinate position in society, while maintaining a position of privilege for Whites 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2001; Kim, 1999; Leonard, 2009).To this point, one scholar writes,  

The law has recognized and codified racial group identity as an instrumentality of 
exclusion and exploitation; however, it has refused to recognize group identity when 
asserted by racially oppressed groups as a basis for affirming or claiming rights. The 
law’s approach to group identity reproduces subordination […] that is, by assigning a 
racial identity that equated with inferior status, and in the present by erasing racial group 
identity (Harris, 1997, p. 1761).  

 
These remarks on the racial subordination of groups have salience for considering the 

broader societal implications of racial hierarchy. In the same way Harris discusses the law, the 

way through which educational “success” is understood codifies racial groups into particular 

strata that demarcates their supposed achievement ability, thereby reproducing subordination of 

students of color who are perceived as underachieving. For those individuals who do not fit into 

the characterization of their racial group, racial identity is erased, as is the case with groups like 

Asian Americans. By asserting Asian Americans as an example to challenge this misleading 

paradigm, it is possible to not only disrupt their unrepresentative characterization, but also to 

object the racial hierarchy that maintains White privilege over other communities of color. 

Accordingly, my dissertation examines the educational opportunity of Asian Americans 

in Washington State, a state that reflects the educational circumstance of the nation broadly, yet 

allows for an innovative methodological approach given their data. More specifically, I will 
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examine the predictors of success for the Asian American racial category as a whole, and for 

individual ethnic subgroups, in order to contribute unique insight to scholarship on educational 

success, which has implications for all students of color. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

In questioning the assumptions about educational “success,” there are two challenges that 

surface, both of which hinge on data quality and data accessibility. First, studies on educational 

opportunity have largely relied on cross-sectional data, which captures a single snapshot in time 

for explaining outcomes. While this method captures the circumstances of students in that 

narrow timeframe, it falls short in explaining the whole story of educational opportunity by 

disregarding the points in the postsecondary pipeline where students are specifically facing 

barriers. This means that the field’s understanding of educational opportunity gaps relies heavily 

on a collage of studies that examine single points in time. In the present-day landscape of 

education, which includes fluctuations within community colleges and between two- and four-

year institutions, the life circumstances that change are critical to truly understand educational 

trajectories, and thus make sense of educational gaps. Therefore, the need to examine student 

outcomes across the pipeline emerges as a necessary and valuable approach to identify the 

factors that play a role in the stratification of educational success.  

 Second, there is a lack of data that disaggregates to the degree of ethnicity – another 

critical aspect to capture to understand educational success. Although stemming from the same 

roots of racial categorization, which is how educational gaps are now understood, ethnicity can 

capture specificity and nuance that race cannot acknowledge as an overarching method of 

grouping. This is a point that is established by the examination of Asian American heterogeneity 
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(CARE, 2013; 2015; Hune & Takeuchi, 2008; Museus & Truong, 2009; Nguyen, Nguyen & 

Nguyen, 2014; Um, 2003). Given the need to further explore stratification that hinders the ability 

of the most underrepresented and underserved students to succeed, using ethnicity as a factor 

helps identify subgroups that are slipping through the cracks, as aggregated race categories fail to 

capture the heterogeneity that is conflated by the confines of narrowing check boxes. 

Consequently, to understand the condition of educational opportunity and reconsider the concept 

of educational “success”, there is a need to capture the diversity within the American population 

– one that is rapidly and constantly changing.  

Half of the nation’s children, for example, will come from a racial or ethnic minority 

group by 2020, fueling the country’s eventual majority-minority status by 2044, the complexity 

of the American population is evolving in a dramatic fashion (Colby & Ortman, 2015). In fact, 

between 2014 and 2060, the Asian American and Pacific Islander population is projected to be 

the second fastest growing racial group. Latinos follow as the third fastest growing groups, and 

will also experience sizable increase in their populations (Colby & Ortman, 2015). While these 

internal shifts are occurring, it is also projected that by 2060, 19% of the population will be 

considered foreign born, folding more diversity into the fabric of the American population 

(Colby & Ortman, 2015). What these projections make exceedingly clear is that the matter of 

race is becoming increasingly complex and more so than ever, the primary race categories that 

have long been used for understanding social circumstance will be challenged to capture 

heterogeneity that has far more depth and breadth than ever conceived thus far. Coupling the 

rapidly changing demography with critical questions about educational opportunity, it becomes 

evident that American higher education faces an enormous challenge to 1) understand the 

increasingly complex student population who enroll in colleges and universities, and 2) respond 
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to their many unique barriers to support their academic success. Given this educational 

landscape, there is an opportunity for a more nuanced approach toward an improved 

understanding of educational outcomes. 

While the need to extend the use of longitudinal and ethnic-specific data is pertinent to all 

racial minority groups, Asian American students are a good model for reconsidering the nature 

of educational success, as the accurate representation of 48 ethnicities embodying a diversity of 

cultures, histories, languages, and immigration patterns cannot be captured by one racial 

category in any one moment in time. This is particularly salient given that they do fit neatly into 

the normative structure of stratification and educational opportunity. As such, in addition to 

closely investigating the severe disparities in bachelor’s degree attainment across Asian 

American ethnic subgroups (CARE, 2013), the longitudinal approach for examining not just a 

moment within, but an extended segment of Asian American students’ educational trajectory, 

allows for a more precise understanding of the characteristics that make up Asian American 

postsecondary pathways – essentially problematizing the way that educational gaps are 

understood.  

As such, my dissertation suggests that research on Asian Americans must not only move 

beyond the method of using cross-sectional and aggregated data for understanding this complex 

racial group, but also it should challenge the way in which Asian American “success” has been 

understood based on this misleading approach. It is necessary to turn attention to the 

stratification that is occurring within the population and to consider what factors, given what we 

know about intergroup disparities, are actually correlated to measures of success.  If the field of 

higher education is, in fact, interested in overcoming racial inequality, these are the empirical 
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investigations that must be engaged to understand the nature of success within the context of the 

changing demography. 

 

Purpose and Research Questions 

This study examines the factors that explain educational opportunity, with attention to the 

stratification of Asian American ethnic subgroups. In an effort to fill the gaps in research 

highlighted above, I utilize data from Washington State, which has unique features that allow for 

a disaggregated approach to studying Asian American educational “success.” First, the dataset is 

longitudinal, permitting the tracking of variables from point of entry to moment of exit and 

linking data from K-12 through postsecondary education, which supersedes the issue of cross-

sectional data. Second, Washington State collects disaggregated Asian American data on 21 

different ethnic subgroups, which allows for a more nuanced approach to examining the 

intergroup disparities and more significantly, the factors that correlate to gaps between 

subgroups. Finally, the data utilized represents the whole universe of students for the state, which 

indicates that significant conclusions can be drawn regarding educational success for the state 

broadly. 

Utilizing this abundant dataset, I employ linear probability models to examine the six-

year educational outcomes of the 2008 entering class of any of the public two-year or four-year 

postsecondary institutions in the state. Educational opportunity will include the analysis of three 

separate dependent variables: enrollment into four-year institutions, transfer from two- year to 

four-year, and completion (bachelor’s degree attainment) from four-year institutions. My study is 

guided by the following research questions (RQs), which contribute to answering the broader 
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question, “How does complicating the Asian American race category, through the examination 

of ethnicity, change the outcomes of educational “success” for Asian Americans?” 

1. Which demographic background and student performance factors are correlated to the 

differential educational outcomes across racial groups? 

2. Which demographic background and student performance factors are correlated to the 

differential educational outcomes across ethnic groups? 

3. To what extent can the pipeline gaps between racial and ethnic groups be explained by 

predictive factors included in the study? 

The first RQ situates my study by closely examining the whole population, and racial 

group differences, in academic success. I hypothesize that the findings from RQ1 will affirm the 

normative concept of educational “success” by demonstrating the success of Asian American 

students across all outcomes. In the same way that RQ1 seeks to learn more about the unique 

educational trajectories across racial group, RQ2 aims to shed light on the academic “success 

story” of Asian Americans through the explicit examination of ethnic subgroups longitudinally, 

suggesting that there is much more to be learned about this heterogeneous population. Together, 

RQ1 and RQ2 work in coordination to question the assumptions related to educational 

opportunity gaps, in relation to race.  

Through the multilevel linear probability models, RQ1 and RQ2 point out the need for 

digging deeper into the explanatory variables of educational success across the pipeline, which is 

where the explicit call for measuring the extent to which factors predict outcomes emerges. As 

such, RQ3 seeks to investigate the extent to which predictive variables can explain the 

differences in educational outcomes across racial and ethnic subgroups. RQ3 will depart from 

RQ2 by not only highlighting what factors explain outcomes, but also address to what degree 
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they matter differently for different groups – an empirical contribution to how diverse students 

can be best supported in their academic endeavors. The details of the analysis and how I 

operationalize this rationale are more fully described in the methodology chapter.  

 

Significance of the Study 

Since the President’s call to action to achieve the highest proportion of graduates in the 

world by 2020 (President Obama, State of the Union Address, 2015), the national focus of higher 

education has shifted and, what is now known as the College Completion Agenda, has permeated 

the education sector (College Board Completion Agenda; American Association of Community 

Colleges College Completion Challenge; Department of Education College Completion Tool 

Kit, 2011). The College Completion Agenda has amplified attention around educational success, 

as it includes efforts to increase degree attainment and transfer, and close opportunity gaps. 

Although of particular salience now, the study of academic outcomes and opportunity gaps has 

been researched for nearly a century (Assum & Levy, 1947; Centra & Rock, 1971; Deputy, 

1929; Grooms & Endler, 1960; May, 1923; Mehus, 1934; Stagner, 1933).  As such, my 

dissertation study is both timely and timeless.   

Moreover, the study is time-sensitive given the changing demography of the American 

population. In addition to the rapid growth of the ethnic minority population highlighted above, 

the rate of students who identify as biracial or multiracial is also increasing, thus generating 

further diversification of America. Accordingly, the reality of how much – or how little – 

colleges and universities really understand about the unique interests, needs and contributions of 

the students entering their campuses becomes starker. If the challenge to understand and serve 

students who are from a single racial background continues to confound postsecondary 
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institutions, the need to support the many multiracial students in the near future is certainly a 

matter of concern.  As the limited research using disaggregated ethnic data has shown, 

examining ethnic nuance is a step toward better discerning the diverse needs of students and 

uniquely supporting their academic success (CARE, 2013; CARE, 2015; Nguyen, Nguyen & 

Nguyen, 2014). This study builds upon that line of inquiry and offers new insight for thinking 

about educational success. 

Asian American students are propped up to conduct such an investigation given the long 

history of scholarship on intergroup heterogeneity (CARE, 2013; Hune & Chan, 1997; Hune & 

Takeuchi, 2008; Nguyen, Nguyen & Nguyen, 2014; Um, 2003). These studies have importantly 

pointed out the need for using data to understand the ethnic makeup of America’s college 

students as a mechanism to identify sites of possibility for improving educational outcomes. 

More precise data offers the ability to hone in on particular challenges through the thoughtful 

deliberation of targeted interventions that help move the educational opportunity needle.  My 

dissertation study contributes to this body of work, which has practical implications for 

supporting students, as well as conceptual contributions to understanding educational 

opportunity in relation to race, by reexamining educational “success” to confront the normative 

paradigm through which this relationship is presently understood. 

My research represents one of few studies (Kao, 1995; Teranishi, 2010) that examine the 

predictors of educational outcomes through an explicit examination of Asian American ethnicity, 

with consideration of ethnic group stratification. My aim is to open the door for educational 

scholars to reconsider our normative understanding of educational success. Although focusing 

specifically on Asian Americans, this study will be a valuable contribution to the larger 
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discussion on racial stratification, as the examination of ethnic nuance has relevance for all racial 

and ethnic minority groups. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Using longitudinal data from Washington State, my dissertation study examines the 

factors that influence educational success – measured as enrollment, persistence and attainment – 

with a particular focus on complicating the Asian American racial category through ethnicity.  

To provide further context for my study and to articulate its unique contribution, I will first offer 

an overview of the vast research on the stratification of educational opportunity in relation to 

race, with acknowledgement of the dominant racial hierarchy through which academic success is 

understood and studied. I include a robust discussion of the educational opportunity gap and 

racial stratification, highlighting research on enrollment, persistence, and attainment. Although 

this is not exhaustive of the benchmarks of success throughout the educational pipeline, they do 

signify the key moments through which much research and policy focus, and thus represent the 

scope of this section of the literature review. Elaborating on the stratification of educational 

opportunity, the following subsection offers an overview of research on ethnicity and 

demography. The areas of focus include a synopsis of the nation’s changing demography, 

consideration of the term “ethnicity” and its contribution to race, and a snapshot of the history of 

and need for disaggregated data. Finally, a review of literature on Asian Americans in higher 

education will be covered to provide a rationale for the study’s emphasis on this student 

population. The literature review will conclude with a summative review of the intersection 

between the featured areas of scholarship, with acknowledgement to the existing gap this study 

aims to fulfill. 

 Following the review of scholarship that provides the foundation from which my study is 

anchored, my theoretical framework is offered and detailed as the guiding post for analysis. 

Racial formation theory (Omi & Winant, 1994) will specifically be utilized as a lens for better 
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understanding the social structures through which to comprehend differences between groups, 

the persistence of inequality and stratification, and the potential for closing the opportunity gap. 

Additionally, racial formation offers a unique perspective for understanding racial stratification 

through the nuance of ethnicity, as they acknowledge the evolving nature of race and the 

maintenance of inequality through race categories. The value and utility of this theory for my 

study will be covered in detail.  

 
The Stratification of Educational Opportunity 

 
It would be an understatement to say that the stratification of educational opportunity is 

an area of focus in higher education (Allen, 1988; 1992; Allen & Haniff, 1992; Crain & Mahard, 

1978; Pascarella, et al., 1987; Thomas, Alexander & Eckland, 1979), however, the nuances of 

the relationship between academic success and race, and how scholars of education make sense 

of that correlation, is something that I aim to further explore in this section of my literature 

review. I begin, first, by situating my study in opposition to the normative racial paradigm, 

which I assert has defined the way in which educational opportunity has been researched and 

viewed. Based on that premise, I move to the discussion of racial stratification and how groups 

have been stratified across educational opportunity in the form of enrollment, persistence and 

attainment. I then turn my attention to how that racial stratification has led to the educational 

opportunity gap that faces the field of higher education today. 

The Normative Racial Paradigm 

The normative racial paradigm through which educational success has been understood 

places White students at the top, representing high achievement, and ethnic minority students 

falling in successive order, ultimately symbolizing low achievement at the other end. As 

established in my introduction, however, Asian Americans do not fit into this hierarchy. In fact, 
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Asian Americans who are considered “honorary Whites” (Tuan, 1998) have largely been 

grouped with White students or even regarded as “outwhiting the whites” (Newsweek, 1971). 

This misleading narrative about Asian American success not only establishes a distinction from 

other ethnic minorities, it simultaneously reifies that their success is not a status of their own 

achievement, but an imitation of Whiteness. It has also buttressed the methodological approach 

of aggregating or directly comparing Asian American and White students, essentially erasing the 

heterogeneity within the racial group. 

In a report from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) on enrollment in 

science and engineering majors, for example, the study includes the footnote, “In this report, 

underrepresented minorities are African-Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans. Asian 

Americans are grouped with White Americans because they are not underrepresented in S&E 

fields” (Huang, Taddess, Walter & Peng, 2000, p. 1). In a more recent study released by the 

United States Department of Education entitled, The Toolbox Revisited: Paths to Degree 

Completion from High School Through College (Adelman, 2006), “race” was recoded as a 

dichotomous variable, with underrepresented minority (African American, Latino, and American 

Indian) and “White and Asian.” In another study, Hsin & Xie (2014) examine the Asian 

American educational “advantage” in direct comparison to White students to test for 

explanations of the “Asian-White gap” (p. 1). My point here is not only to overemphasize the 

fact that Asian American heterogeneity is entirely erased when viewed in such a narrow manner, 

but also to highlight that the normative racial paradigm, which has become the mainstream way 

of making sense of educational success, inadequately explains Asian American students and the 

range of their academic outcomes.  
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Accordingly, my dissertation study seeks to challenge this approach by reconsidering 

educational “success” to question the assumptions the field of education has about the gaps that 

exist across educational opportunity. Advancing Asian Americans as a group through which to 

reexamine the factors that influence educational outcomes, I aim to offer a new perspective for 

understanding educational opportunity.  

Racial Stratification in Education 
 

To better understand educational success in relation to Asian Americans, it is helpful to 

engage literature that examines racial stratification in education, broadly, which help to pinpoint 

the factors that have empirically been identified to influence outcomes. To reiterate, 

“Stratification refers to the unequal distribution of people across social categories that are 

characterized by differential access to scare resources” (Massey, 2007, p. 1), which, “[…] boil 

down to a combination of two simple but powerful mechanisms: the allocation of people to 

social categories and the institutionalization of practices that allocate resources unequally across 

these categories” (p. 5-6). Stratification is arranged in a distinctly vertical fashion with particular 

groups at the top and others at the bottom.  Within this arrangement, Massey conceptualizes, 

“The distance from the top to the bottom of any society is indicated by the size of the gap in 

access to resources between those in the uppermost and lowermost social categories” (p. 2). 

Given that unequal access to and distribution of resources has emerged as a potent challenge in 

education (Kao & Thompson, 2003), stratification must be considered in order to understand the 

relationship between educational opportunity and race.  While scholarship examining racial 

stratification is infinite (Brown & Lee, 2005; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Kao & Thompson, 2003; 

Kao & Rutherford, 2007; Lee, 2002; Ogbu, 1994), the literature highlighted in this subsection is 
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aligned with the three outcomes of my dissertation study – enrollment, persistence, and 

attainment. 

Enrollment 

Research that examines student enrollment into four-year colleges and universities has 

been conducted in the field of higher education for decades, well establishing the stratified nature 

of college access between racial groups. For example, although between 1976 and 2012, the 

percentage of Latino enrollment rose from 4% to 15%, the percentage of Black enrollment grew 

by 5%, and the rate of enrollment of Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders increased by 4% 

(NCES, 2015), which have helped to close the access gaps, the stratification between racial 

groups persists with regard to enrollment.  To demonstrate, an NCES (Ross, et al., 2012) report 

that examines the gaps in higher education access finds that among 2004 high school graduates, 

lower proportions of Black and Latino students enrolled in college than their White and Asian 

peers, two years following their graduation (p. 170). For individuals between the ages of 18 and 

24 years of age, larger proportions of Asian (66%) and White (47%) students were enrolled in 

college or graduate school than their Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander (39%), Black (37%), 

and Latino (31%) counterparts (p. 162). Although the gaps are narrowing, these data point to the 

enduring racial stratification of postsecondary enrollment. 

 Education researchers have delved deeply into the differences in enrollment to offer 

explanations for the gaps in access. In a study of the enrollment patterns of Black and White 

students, for example, Thomas, Alexander and Eckland (1977) find that White students are 

typically more likely to attend college, however, after controlling for social class and scholastic 

aptitude, the reverse outcome emerges, as Black student enrollment exceeds that of their White 

peers. Perna (2000) conducted a similar study to examine the differences in college enrollment, 
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but included Latino students in the sample. In alignment with the former study, Perna finds that 

after controlling for costs, benefits, ability and social and cultural capital, four-year college 

enrollment rates are comparable between Latinos and White students and Black students are, in 

fact, 11% more likely than their White peers to enroll at a four-year postsecondary institution the 

fall after their high school graduation. Other scholarship suggests that returns on schooling 

(Beattie, 2002), socioeconomic status, academic expectations (Hurtado, Inkelas, Briggs & Rhee, 

1997), and institutional factors (Baker & Velez, 1996) may influence the different access 

opportunities between groups. Together, these studies point to the complex factors that 

contribute to the persistent stratification of racial groups across postsecondary enrollment, and 

highlight that Asian Americans are rarely included in such research. As such, there is a need for 

empirically investigating the factors that predict postsecondary enrollment for this population. 

Persistence   
 

In the context of this study, persistence will be discussed as transfer from two-year to 

four-year, as it aligns with my dissertation outcome measure. Although not as robust as 

enrollment research, scholarly work on transfer became increasingly pertinent as enrollment in 

community colleges grew rapidly in the last century (AACC website, 2016). Between 2000 and 

2010, enrollment in two-year public institutions grew by 27%, and by 2024 that enrollment is 

projected to increase by 15%, as compared to an increase of 11% in the four-year sector (NCES, 

2015). Accordingly, the discussion about transfer has taken a more central role in postsecondary 

research and studies tracking students in their transition into four-year institutions have offered 

valuable insight into student persistence.  

 The role race plays in influencing transfer is divisive. Some studies find a strong 

correlation between race and the likelihood of transfer (Peng & Bailey, 1977; Velez & Javalgi, 
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1987), while others examine a weak linkage (Lee & Frank, 1990; Dougherty & Kienzel, 2006). 

What is certain, however, is that there are higher concentrations of low-income, ethnic minorities 

in community colleges than in the four-year sector (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Bailey; Jenkins & 

Leinbach, 2005; Dougherty, 1994; Engle & Lynch, 2009) and that proportionally speaking, low-

income students of color are less likely to transfer from community college to a four-year college 

or university (Dowd, Cheslock & Melguizo, 2008; Nettles & Millet, 2000). 

Similar to the research on enrollment, transfer literature identifies a number of factors 

that influence the likelihood of transition from the two- into four-year sector, including 

socioeconomic status, academic performance and aspirations (Peng, 1978), academic orientation 

in high school (Lee & Frank, 1990), and gender and academic tracks (Grubb, 1991).  Other 

research has also identified factors such as the earning of an Associate degree, gender and age, 

and time of transition (Ishitani, 2008; Keely & House, 1993) as influential in the likelihood of 

transfer. Although the complexity of the racial stratification of transfer mirrors that of 

enrollment, the transparency of that stratification is not as distinct due to limited transfer-focused 

research; a point of conversation I aim to contribute to in my examination of the relationship 

between race, ethnicity and transfer. 

Attainment 
 

The final measure of focus in my dissertation – degree attainment – is currently an issue 

of principal concern, as the U.S. attempts to climb the global education rankings by graduating 

the highest proportion of college graduates in the world by 2020. In response to this call for 

action, policy researchers and academics have conducted extensive studies to identify where and 

why gaps in completion exist. More so than even enrollment and persistence, the gaps in four-

year degree attainment are stratified across racial groups. In an examination of the national 
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college completion landscape, for example, Hughes (2012) notes the severe disparities in six-

year graduation rates of bachelor’s degree-seeking students, where 68.5% of White and 76.6% of 

Asian students have obtained a degree, as compared to only 46.4% of Black, 52.2% of American 

Indian and 61.1% of Latinos have achieved the same level of success (p. 30).  

Although scholarship has highlighted a vast array of specific barriers that explain 

disparities in degree attainment [e.g. family responsibilities (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1997), 

cultural mismatch (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013), lack of institutional role models (Rendon, 

1994)], Allen (1992) helps to more broadly explain the nature of stratification. In his study of 

Black student outcomes at Predominantly White and Historically Black institutions, he 

concludes: 

How bright the student is, his or her academic background or preparation, the intensity of 
his or her personal ambition and striving – all these factors will ultimately influence 
academic achievement. Beyond these personal traits, however, is a set of more general 
factors – characteristics that are more situational or interpersonal. Therefore, the student’s 
academic performance will also be affected by the quality of life at the institution, the 
level of academic competition, university rules/procedures/resources, racial relationships 
on campus, relationships with faculty and friends, and the extent of social support 
networks on campus (p. 40).   

 
It is in the differential access to the list of resources and support Allen catalogues in this excerpt 

that point to the stratified nature of degree attainment. As racial groups continue to face unequal 

distribution of these resources and support networks, the gap in degree attainment will continue 

to endure. There remains an opportunity to further examine what, if any, resources matter for 

diverse Asian American students. 

Educational Opportunity Gap 
 
 As the synthesis of racial stratification across enrollment, persistence and attainment has 

demonstrated, the educational opportunity gap is a material reality and severe issue facing the 

field of higher education. To reiterate, the phrase "educational opportunity” is deliberately used 
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in my study – as opposed to achievement –to align with efforts of Asian American and Pacific 

Islander advocates and community leaders in Washington State who aim to overcome the deficit 

approach that is attached to the term “achievement gaps,” which place responsibility on students 

and community for lack of success; whereas educational opportunity gaps better represent the 

shortcomings of the education system to support academic success. 

 While the extensive research that focuses on the stratification of the educational 

opportunity gap highlights important aspects of the relationship between academic outcomes and 

race, and offers a strong foundation from which I build upon, much of the narrative reinforces 

the normative paradigm through the vertical positioning of racial groups, without careful 

attention to the within group diversity, which hinders a full understanding of the nature of 

educational outcomes. To this point, Kao and Thompson (2003) poignantly state, “Given the 

greater cultural heterogeneity of students in the United States, researchers need to consider that a 

single model of achievement may not suffice” (p. 436). In concordance with this sentiment, my 

dissertation study aims to acknowledge that “the context of inequality becomes quite complex as 

statistical controls assume in a model that ‘all things are equal’ when, in fact, they are not” 

(Hurtado, Inkelas, Briggs & Rhee, 1997, p. 63). In order to address the “all things are equal” 

assumption with regard to educational success, I advance a more nuanced study of educational 

opportunity through the examination of ethnicity.  

 

Ethnicity & Demography 
 
 As the face of America’s student population rapidly changes, alongside the increasingly 

diverse national demography, ethnicity has emerged as a progressively salient characteristic of 

consideration for the field of higher education. My dissertation sits squarely within the context of 
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this demographic shift, as it contributes to the field’s understanding of a changing student 

population by making sense of the way in which ethnicity plays a role in the discussion of race, 

and educational success. As such, I start with an overview of the quickly changing national 

demography, and highlight the implications of this shift on American higher education. I then 

turn to the definition of “ethnicity” and address how it should be viewed as an extension of the 

discussion of race, the primary characteristic through which educational opportunity gaps have 

been studied. Finally, I provide a synthesis of literature that highlights the history of and need for 

acknowledgement of ethnic subgroup differences through data.  

Our Changing Demography  
 
 In a Washington Post article on the nation’s changing demography, the reporters 

conclude, “America’s complexion is changing, literally” (Washington Post, 2012, para. 8). This 

pithy statement could not be any truer and, in fact, has more relevance today than it did even five 

years ago when it was written. America’s population is experiencing monumental shifts, which is 

best captured by our rapid momentum toward being a majority-minority nation by 2044 (Colby 

& Ortman, 2015). By 2060, the United States (U.S.) Census Bureau projects that the White 

population will fall to 44%. In that same timespan, the Asian American population will double, 

making up 9.3% of the nation. Similarly, the Latino population will experience a 115% growth 

spurt, accounting for 29% of the population by 2060. The remaining racial groups will also 

increase, although more moderately, and make up smaller proportions of the national 

demography with the Black population representing 14%, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander 

and the American Indian and Alaska Native each accounting for less than 1% (Colby & Ortman, 

2015). 
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The U.S. Census offers three factors that will contribute – add or decrease – to the 

population growth: 1) births, 2) deaths, and 3) international migration; the third is of interest with 

regard to my study (Colby & Ortman, 2015).  As of 2014, 13.3% of the nation is considered 

foreign born and that population is projected to grow by 85% by 2060 (Colby & Ortman, 2015). 

The net (the difference in people entering and exiting the country) in international migration is 

exceedingly positive, with an expected 64.1 million migrants between 2014 and 2060 (Colby & 

Ortman, 2015). Naturally, with this influx of international migration, the nation’s diversity will 

also evolve. 

 These demographic changes are projected to be equally dramatic in Washington State, 

the site of my dissertation study. As it stands currently, Washington State has a slightly greater 

proportion of White residents than the U.S., but it also has a greater concentration of American 

Indians and Alaska Natives, Asians, Latinos and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islanders than the 

nation at a large (Figure 1). In fact, Washington State has the seventh largest population of Asian 

Americans in the United States, growing by 53% between 2000 and 2010 (Hoeffel, Rostogi, Kim 

& Shadid, 2012). In a Center for American Progress report entitled States of Change, it is 

projected that Washington State will reach its majority-minority tipping point in 2056 (Teixeira, 

Fey & Griffin, 2015). Although later than the national projection of 2044, Washington State 

would be among the first 22 states to become majority-minority, representing two-thirds of the 

country’s population. Mirroring the nation’s sizable demographic shifts, Washington State’s 

changing racial composition is not something that should be overlooked. 

Figure 1: United States and Washington State Population by Race, 2014 
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Source: United States Census Bureau, QuickFacts Washington, 2014 
 
 The rise in the racial minority population nationally, and in Washington State, does not 

escape higher education. In fact, America’s colleges and universities will also experience a 

change to their demography. NCES projects that between 2010 and 2021, all groups will see an 

increase in enrollment, however, the rates of growth vary widely. While White student 

enrollment will increase by 4% by 2021, the Black (25%), Latino (42%) and Asian/Pacific 

Islander (20%) populations will increase much more significantly (Hussar & Bailey, 2013). 

Keeping in mind that these modest projections are only through 2021, and coupling that with the 

dramatic national shifts that are expected by 2060, it would not be a stretch to say that the 

students who will walk onto college and university campuses in the next half a century will look 

vastly different than today’s student population. As their complexion changes, so will their 

needs, barriers and demands. Accordingly, if equitable educational opportunity is truly a goal of 

American higher education, postsecondary institutions must carefully and strategically deliberate 

how they will support the and increasingly diverse student demography. My dissertation study 
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offers that the acknowledgement of within racial group differences through an examination of 

ethnicity is a critical step forward in this deliberation. 

The Definition of “Ethnicity” and its Contribution to Race 
 
 As I propose that an examination of ethnicity is valuable for education researchers, I also 

acknowledge there is a need and opportunity to, carefully consider how the shift to ethnic 

categorization contributes to the discussion of race, as “‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’ should not be dealt 

with in separation, but rather in conjunction with each other” (Leistyna, 1999, p. 143). To 

achieve this consideration, the term ethnicity must be thoughtfully interrogated. Ethnicity is 

commonly – and narrowly – understood as a group “[…] whose members share a subjective 

belief in their common origins because of similarities in physical type or culture (or both) and 

because of common experiences of colonization, oppression, and migration” (Andersen, 1999, p. 

6-7).   

 This definition of ethnicity, a representation of culture and shared experiences (Barth, 

1969; Eriksen, 2012), undermines the material place ethnicity holds within structures of power 

and privilege. As Leistyna (1999) poignantly writes in his chapter, “Racenicity”: 

Ethnicity needs to be understood as being shaped by the lived experiences and 
institutional forms organized around diverse elements of struggle and domination. In 
other words, it is beyond the limits of traditional anthropological/sociological definitions 
of ethnicity/culture. It also embodies the experiences and behaviors that are the result of 
the asymmetrical distribution of power […]. Culture does not take place in a social 
vacuum, but rather, as people interact with existing groups and institutions […] (p. 137-
138).  

 
Accordingly, ethnicity is not simply an apolitical attribute of birth. Like race, it is a social 

construct that interacts with and is shaped by institutions of power and realities of oppression. 

Also like race, ethnicity is not just loosely related to social structures (e.g. differentiation by 

food, dance, norms); rather, it is weaved into the socially constructed stratification of groups. 



 25 

Unlike race, however, ethnicity allows for a deeper dive into the experiences of within racial 

group differences in order to examine the fabric of those larger categories.  As such, ethnicity 

can contribute to the broader understanding about race, as it transforms abstract concepts of 

within group heterogeneity into textured realities of group diversity. 

The Asian American racial group exceptionally demonstrates this reality, as the ethnic 

subgroups that fall under that umbrella category are stratified across a full spectrum of social 

circumstances. With regard to median household income, for example, Asian Indians earn 

approximately $22,000 more than the median household income for all Asian Americans, while 

Hmong earn the exact inverse, approximately $22,000 less than the all Asian American median 

(CARE, 2013).  As scholarship has pointed out, these outcomes are not isolated from the social 

circumstances of these ethnic groups, including access to (or lack thereof) quality schools, 

pathways to postsecondary education, fair wages, and equitable income-to-needs ratios 

(Sakamoto, Goyette & Kim, 2009; Zeng & Xie, 2004). Thus, there is a need to move beyond the 

misleading definition of ethnicity that narrows it to incidental assignment (e.g. born into a 

particular culture, living within a particular cultural boundary) and acknowledge its place within 

a vertical system of social hierarchy.  It is from this premise that my dissertation study is 

grounded.  

The History of and Need for Disaggregated Data 
 
 Building on this notion of using ethnicity to better understand social circumstance, like 

educational outcomes, it is not entirely surprising that ethnic subgroups have long advocated for 

recognition in the U.S. Census data, which helps to explain the dramatic changes within the 

Census since its inception in 1970. At that time, data was collected on only three groups: free 

Whites, slaves, and all other free individuals except untaxed American Indians (Yanow, 2003). 
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The 1870 Census represented the first time an ethnic group category, Chinese, was included, 

followed by Japanese in 1890, and Mexican and Filipino categories in 1930 (Yanow, 2003). 

Although the inclusion of ethnic groups in the early census collections was seemingly a step 

toward better representation, it is no secret that racial statistics in that time were utilized to 

repress policies that supported ethnic minorities (Prewitt, 2013). 

Today, the U.S. Census collects data on six categories: American Indian and Alaska 

Native, Asian, Black, Latino, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander (NHPI) and White. Although 

the most recent amendment to those groupings was the separation of Asian from NHPI in 1997, 

the U.S. Census has considerably, albeit slowly, changed. For Asian Americans alone, the U.S. 

Census has grown from the collection of 10 ethnic subgroups in 1990 to 20 subgroups in 2010 

(CARE, 2013). The shift in the U.S. Census ethnic categories represents the remarkable change 

in diversity within the American demography and it also highlights the need for disaggregated 

data that more accurately captures that change.  

In no other sector than within the communities themselves, has the need for 

disaggregated data been more obvious. In fact, the racial heterogeneity movement stemmed from 

the demand by ethnic minority communities for more accurate data. In 1993, for example, the 

U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB) was deliberating on the term “Hispanic” as a 

racial category that aggregated all Latino ethnicities into one grouping. The Latino community 

mobilized as “a significant but silent presence in the process” (Rodriguez, 2000). Like Asian 

Americans, the Latino population is immensely diverse, and represents a vast array of ethnic 

subgroups with which individuals identify. Racial heterogeneity within the Black (Fries-Britt, 

1998; Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007; Harper & Nichols, 2008), NHPI [Takeuchi, et al., 2008; 

Empowering Pacific Islander Communities (EPIC) & Asian Americans Advancing Justice, 
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2014), and Asian American (CARE, 2013; Hune & Chan, 1997; Hune & Takeuchi, 2008; 

Nguyen, Nguyen & Nguyen, 2014; Um, 2003) communities have also served as the motivation 

for the advocacy of data disaggregation that more accurately represents their complex racial and 

ethnic identities. In consideration of the rapidly changing demography, and working from the 

premise that ethnicity plays a role in stratification, I align with the efforts of these scholars to 

advance the need for and utility of data disaggregation to better represent and understand diverse 

racial populations. 

 
Asian Americans in Education 

 
 There is not enough that could be said about the impressive diversity across Asian 

American ethnic subgroups – an area of scholarship that has been thoroughly addressed (CARE, 

2013; Hune & Chan, 1997; Hune & Takeuchi, 2008; Kao, 1995; Maramba, 2011; Nguyen, 

Nguyen & Nguyen, 2014; Teranishi, 2010) – however, my study aims to move beyond this claim 

as the sole rationale for examining Asian American ethnicity. First, as established thus far, Asian 

Americans represent an opportunity to challenge the normative racial paradigm through which 

educational success is largely understood because they do not fit within this narrative. 

Furthermore, Asian Americans “are a sociological minority that is often not officially classified 

as a minority because their socioeconomic attainments are not significantly lower than whites. 

[…] Asian Americans are thus […] popularly regarded as the non-minority minority” 

(Sakamoto, Goyette & Kim, 2009, p. 256). This positioning, while problematic given the group’s 

heterogeneity, also provides a unique opportunity for scholarly consideration. It allows for the 

questioning of assumptions related to Asian American success and an empirical contribution to 

the field’s understanding of educational outcomes. 
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This is precisely the intention of my dissertation study, but first, I offer further context 

through an overview of the characteristics of Asian American college students. More 

specifically, I synthesize scholarship related to Asian Americans and their educational 

opportunity, and provide a brief summary of the Asian American racial heterogeneity movement, 

building the foundation for my examination of Asian American ethnicity as an approach for 

challenging the idea of educational “success”. 

Asian American College Students  
 

Asian American college students, like Asian Americans generally, are incredibly diverse 

and, also, immensely stratified. There is no single profile that can truly capture the educational 

experiences, barriers, and outcomes of a “typical” Asian American college student, as they fall 

along the full spectrum of educational success. In a report on the need for disaggregated data for 

Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPIs), for example, CARE finds that while a high 

proportion of Taiwanese (74.1%), Asian Indians (71.1%), and Koreans (52.7%) have attained a 

bachelor’s degree or higher, the inverse reality is true for Laotian (12.4%), Cambodian (14.1%), 

and Hmong (14.7%) students (CARE, 2013). In addition to disparities in outcomes, Asian 

American students from various ethnic subgroups have college experiences patterned along very 

different narratives.  

In an article that explicates the educational contexts of Southeast and South Asians, for 

example, Ngo (2006) importantly concludes that the academic experiences of these groups are 

largely influenced by cultural capital, gender, generational challenges, and racism. This same 

sentiment is the premise of a different study on Cambodian students, specifically, and their 

adjustment into a four-year university. The study highlights that despite the perceived lack of 

institutional support and the feelings of isolation that many Cambodians students share (Kiang, 
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1996), particular aspects of the college experience help to mediate the difficult transition into 

college, including faculty contact and connections to home and community (Hudley & Chhuon, 

2008).  While sharing the feeling of not being welcome on campus, with Cambodian students in 

the former publication, Filipino students in a separate study of campus climate expressed 

different frustrations, including feeling homogenized, experiencing racial conflict in the 

classroom and feeling voiceless (Maramba, 2008). Given these perceptions, the author 

poignantly concludes, “The Filipina/o American college students in this study, who like many 

groups, are problematically grouped in the APA [Asian Pacific American] category, are not 

given the opportunity to voice the intricacies and complexities of their experience in college” 

(Maramba, 2008). Although this excerpt speaks to Filipina/o students specifically, the oversight 

of the “intricacies and complexities” of the educational experiences of students from other Asian 

American ethnic subgroups have also been researched (Hovey, Kim & Seligman, 2006; Museus, 

2009; Sue & Kirk, 1973), and underpin the fact that a scholarly gap in the field’s knowledge 

about the diversity among Asian American students remains and thus, many realities go unseen.  

Combined, this literature brings to light that the field’s understanding of Asian American 

students is not only limited, but also overlooked as false stereotypes about Asian American 

success conflate the within group heterogeneity. The extant literature that is available, however, 

importantly points out that when that heterogeneity is acknowledged, Asian Americans are, in 

fact, stratified across educational opportunity. In his seminal book, Asians in the Ivory Tower: 

Dilemmas of Racial Inequality in Higher Education, Teranishi (2010) offers a foundational 

account of the relationship Asian Americans have with a racially stratified educational system, 

providing a lens through which to examine Asian Americans as a racialized group, worthy of 

attention in the education context despite the persistent assault of the model minority myth on the 
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population. Using this conceptual approach, I offer an empirical investigation of that 

stratification through the examination of ethnicity. 

Asian Americans and Educational Opportunity 
 

The stratification of Asian American students across educational opportunity occurs 

within many dimensions of the educational trajectory (e.g. admissions, transition into college), 

however, in keeping in line with the focus of my dissertation study, I will highlight three 

outcomes – enrollment, persistence, and attainment. Each will be briefly – primarily due to the 

lack of literature – reviewed with regard to Asian American stratification. 

Enrollment 

Asian Americans have largely been left out of empirical research on college enrollment, 

due to the high rates of Asian Americans enrolling in postsecondary education in the aggregate 

(Peng, 1985; Suzuki, 1994). They have largely been described as the highest achieving in an 

array of access indicators including levels of expectations, rates of SAT tests taken, and number 

of applications submitted (Hurtado, Inkelas, Briggs & Rhee, 1997). This approach overlooks the 

educational realities of particular Asian American subgroups and ignores the stratification of 

ethnic subgroups with regard to enrollment patterns.  In a study of the college choice behaviors 

of Asian American students, for example, Teranishi et al. (2004) find that larger proportions of 

Chinese (34.6%) and Korean (38.1%) students enroll in highly selective institutions than their 

Filipino (18.5%) and Southeast Asian (24.6%) peers. The authors also find stark differences 

between ethnic subgroups with regard to their access to information and guidance resources, the 

influence of financial aid, and SAT scores.  The study importantly points to the need for more 

deeply examining differences in enrollment patterns between Asian American ethnic subgroups. 
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In addition to the stratification of enrollment into types of four-year colleges and 

universities, there is a similar pattern of stratification between two-year and four-year 

institutions. Counter to the popular image of Asian Americans attending only highly-selective 

institutions like Ivy League schools, there is now a larger concentration of Asian American (and 

Pacific Islander) students in public community colleges (47.3%) than in public four-year colleges 

and universities (38.4%) (CARE, 2011). The Asian American students who enroll in the two-

year sector are remarkably different than their four-year counterparts, particularly when it comes 

to the challenges they face on their pathway to degree attainment. Labeled “risk factors” (Yeh, 

2002) – barriers that decrease the likelihood a student will stay enrolled or complete higher 

education – Asian American students in community colleges are more likely to encounter the 

following: delayed matriculation, working while enrolled, part-time enrollment, having a 

dependent, language barriers, among other challenges (CARE, 2011). 

One of the most prominent aspects that differentiate Asian American students in 

community colleges from those in the four-year sector is their socioeconomic status (Lew, Chang 

& Wang, 2005). In a study of 366 community college students applying for a financial aid 

scholarship, for example, the findings demonstrate that financial vulnerability is one of the key 

themes that characterize the AAPI student sample (CARE, 2015b). In fact, the sample of 

students had a median household income of $20, 238, which fell just below the poverty level of 

$23, 283 (CARE, 2015b, p. 14). Given these financial circumstances, students reported 

postponing medical or dental care, forgoing the purchasing of textbooks, and putting off paying 

their bills. A large proportion, 43.4%, of the students in the sample also shared that they worked 

full-time (40+ hours a week), as compared to a national average of 32.4% (p. 14). Student 
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conveyed that working full-time had implications for their educational success including needing 

to miss class, forgoing studying, or all together dropping a class (CARE, 2015b, p. 14-15).  

A larger proportion of those Asian American students who attend two-year colleges are 

from lower-income ethnic subgroups (CARE, 2011), which helps to explain the greater rates of 

earning an Associate degree as the highest level of educational attainment among Southeast 

Asians, as compared to their East and South Asian peers who are more likely to earn bachelor’s 

degrees or higher (CARE, 2011). In a study of economically disadvantaged Asian American 

students who are given full financial support, however, Hune & Gomez (2008) find that students 

funded through the Gates Millennium Scholars (GMS) program are most likely to select a public 

research/doctoral institution as their college of choice. This finding indicates that the concern of 

cost, and subsequent diminishing of that barrier, may play a role in the college pathways low-

income Asian Americans pursue. Although the GMS dataset included collection of ethnic 

subgroups, the publication examined differences in enrollment patterns as an aggregate racial 

group, leaving room for further investigation of the differences in enrollment between Asian 

American ethnic subgroups. Altogether, the literature that does exist point to the stratification 

that occurs, placing some groups on more prestigious tracks than others. However, these studies 

have yet to identify, specifically, the factors that predict Asian American enrollment – a gap I 

seek to fill. 

Persistence  

As is the case with enrollment research, Asian Americans have largely been excluded 

from studies concerning persistence, and to an even greater extent, there is a dearth of literature 

examining the differences in persistence by ethnic subgroup. Unsurprisingly, the research that 

does acknowledge within group diversity finds that ethnic subgroups have varying experiences 
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related to their retention. In an examination of issues influencing academic persistence, for 

example, Gloria & Ho (2003) find that a range of environmental, social and psychological 

factors play a role, however, they impact various ethnic subgroups differently. Filipino students, 

for example, held the most positive perceptions of the university environment, but also 

experience the highest college stress levels of any ethnic group (p. 97-98). Korean, Chinese and 

Vietnamese students report the lowest perceptions of social support from friends, and Korean 

Americans demonstrate the lowest levels of self-efficacy (p. 98), all of which impact the 

likelihood of retention. As demonstrated by the study, rates of persistence do not occur in a 

vacuum for Asian Americans, as prescribed by popular opinion, but rather vary widely across 

ethnic subgroups.  

This point is reinforced by a synthesis detailing the barriers to Southeast Asian 

persistence (Yeh, 2004). Starting with the premise that Southeast Asians – Vietnamese, 

Cambodian, Laotian, and Hmong – are considered underrepresented in higher education, 

individual and institutional factors are rationalized as particular challenges to these ethnic 

subgroups. These factors, which include immigration status and history, being academically 

underprepared, family demands, marginalization on campus, and financial aid, highlight the need 

for examining issues of persistence from an ethnic-specific approach (Yeh, 2004) because the 

specificity acknowledges nuances that are otherwise overlooked. 

With regard to transfer specifically, Asian Americans are generally marked as the most 

likely racial group to transfer (Wassmer, Moore & Shulock, 2004).  However, as recent research 

by CARE (2014) reveals, transfer is an important issue for underrepresented and underserved 

Asian American ethnic subgroups. In their study of three community colleges funded as Asian 

American and Native American Pacific Islander Serving Institutions (AANAPISIs), it is noted 
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that each institution selected particular challenges that they hoped the funding would help 

address.  In each case, transfer rates among Asian American students was a matter of concern, 

and a focus of the funded initiatives. In the instance of De Anza College, the transition into a 

four-year college or university among Southeast Asians was of central focus, given the 

historically low rates of transfer within this population. This issue is heightened by the fact that 

De Anza College typically boasts the highest rates of transfer in the nation, and yet, Southeast 

Asian students posed a unique set of barriers that pushed the college to reconsider their approach 

to supporting the population. Although there are few other studies that examine transfer from this 

nuanced standpoint, this report provides empirical context for considering the value of 

conducting research on the factors that influence Asian American transfer using disaggregated 

data.  

Attainment 

 In the aggregate, Asian American degree attainment is incredibly impressive with 49% of 

the population having earned a college degree, as compared to only 28% among all U.S. adults 

(Pew Center, 2012). The aggregation of heterogeneous ethnic subgroups into a single racial 

category diminishes the disparities that exist and masks the starkly different educational realities 

of Asian Americans. Remember, that while a high proportion of Taiwanese (74.1%), Asian 

Indians (71.1%), and Koreans (52.7%) have attained a bachelor’s degree or higher, the inverse 

reality is true for Laotian (12.4%), Cambodian (14.1%), and Hmong (14.7%) students (CARE, 

2013). The spectrum of success with regard to degree attainment is wide. 

This point has been well made, in both scholarship and throughout my literature review.   

 The obvious implication here is the reinforcement of the model minority myth, which is 

more than just a mechanism to hide the within group disparities in educational outcomes 
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(Kristof, 2015; Pew Research Center, 2012). This frame for understanding degree attainment 

discards the systemic and institutional role and responsibility in dictating and stratifying success. 

As the data clearly exhibits, degree attainment is stratified by ethnic subgroup and as scholarship 

points out, a singular lens – one that is grounded in a history of false stereotypes – does not 

capture this stratification (Museus & Kiang, 2009; Suzuki, 2002). Instead, studies that delve 

deeper into the nuances of the Asian American educational experience help to shape a more 

accurate narrative around academic success. This point is empirically made in a study of the 

factors that influence Asian American academic performance, which ultimately seeks to answer 

if Asian American youth fulfill the model minority image (Kao, 1995). Although the author finds 

instances where Asian Americans do, in fact, perform exceedingly well – Chinese, Korean and 

Southeast Asian students earn higher math grades than comparable White students (p. 150) – she 

concludes, “Asians are not uniformly advantaged educationally and economically, but that 

compositional differences account for differences in skill development and most of the variation 

in grades” (p. 151). Building on this line of inquiry, my dissertation would like to consider a 

related question within the higher education sector – what happens to the concept of educational 

“success” when we complicate the Asian American racial category through an examination of 

the factors that influence outcomes for different ethnic subgroups?  

Asian American Racial Heterogeneity Movement 
 

To answer this question, I first start with disaggregated data, which is now being 

collected in more organizations, institutions, and states in response to Asian American advocates 

and scholars demanding for acknowledgement of ethnic subgroups and their unique 

circumstances (CARE, 2013; Hune & Chan, 1997; Hune & Takeuchi, 2008; Nguyen, Nguyen & 

Nguyen, 2014; Um, 2003). Although the need for recognition of within group difference has 
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existed for quite some time (Endo, 1980), Hune & Chan offered the first scholarly argument for 

data disaggregation in 1997, calling for the inclusion of Asian American ethnic subgroups in data 

collecting practices. Following their lead, other Asian American scholars advocated for data 

disaggregation that acknowledged the heterogeneity that was otherwise being overlooked 

(Gomez, et. al, 2010; Hune & Takeuchi, 2008; Kim, 2011; Ong & Ishikawa, 2006; Ponce, 2011; 

Um, 2003). Research by these scholars not only demonstrates advocacy for data disaggregation 

within the academic sector, it also highlights the groundswell effort within Asian American 

communities themselves.  

Working in conjunction with state-commissioned organizations, Washington State 

community advocates have largely driven the effort to collect and report disaggregated data 

(CARE, 2015). Community-based organizations such as the Southeast Asian Education Coalition 

(SEAeD) have been at the center of discussions and strategies to achieve better data methods 

within the state. Although Washington began collecting disaggregated data in 2010, the Asian 

American communities have continued to demand for more, including the reporting of 

disaggregated data in all public agencies, as well as advancing efforts to utilize disaggregated 

data and align data across sectors (e.g. K-12, two-year, and four-year). Most recently, Asian 

American data disaggregation advocates celebrated an outstanding benchmark through the 

passage of House Bill 1541, which stipulates that all public educational agencies must collect 

and report disaggregated data on all racial groups. It also decreased the suppression sample to 

ten, which will stimulate the reporting of more ethnic subgroups. This was a monumental 

achievement in the state, with members of SEAeD and other community organizers attending 

Governor Jay Inslee’s signing. 
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While Washington State represents a single extraordinary example of data disaggregation 

efforts, the racial heterogeneity movement across the nation is vibrant and gaining further 

traction in the education and policy arenas. Most notably, CARE partnered with the White House 

Initiative on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (WHIAAPI) to launch iCount, a data quality 

campaign for Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. iCount aims to raise awareness about and 

bring attention to the ways in which aggregate data on AAPI students conceal significant 

disparities in educational experiences and outcomes between AAPI sub-groups. It provides 

models for how postsecondary institutions, systems, and states can respond to the problem of 

poor representation by identifying opportunities for data reform, and it works collaboratively 

with the education field to encourage broader reform in institutional practices related to the 

collection, reporting, and utilization of disaggregated data. 

In 2013, CARE & WHIAAPI co-hosted the first national iCount symposium in 

Washington, DC, bringing together leaders from K-12 and higher education sectors and experts 

in demography, institutional research, and philanthropy. Their goal was to consider the ways 

through which data systems misrepresent AAPI students and can be transformed to be more 

responsive to their diversity. Since that initial convening, iCount has evolved to a full-scale, 

national effort to reform data practices to ensure that AAPI students are represented and served. 

iCount now has eight partnerships with institutions, community and state organizations with the 

aim to raise awareness about AAPI student needs on campus, build political will to reform data 

methodologies, advance scholarly efforts to support data disaggregation, and push federal policy 

to consider the critical nature of data disaggregation. In an exciting opportunity to mark iCount’s 

success and establish plans for years to come, CARE and WHIAAPI reunited to co-host the 

second national iCount symposium in Washington, DC at the Department of Education and the 
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White House. Efforts such as iCount, and the successes in Washington State, represent the 

ongoing and vibrant movement on Asian American racial heterogeneity – a movement in which 

my dissertation seeks to contribute. 

 

Research Gap 

Together, the areas of focus in my literature review are the foundation for my study on 

the concept of educational success through an examination of ethnicity. My dissertation aims to 

fill a scholarly gap and offer a theoretical contribution.  

Scholarly Gap 

While literature has established that examining Asian Americans by ethnic subgroup is a 

necessary research approach given the intergroup disparities in academic outcomes (CARE, 

2013; Hune & Chan, 1997; Hune & Takeuchi, 2008; Nguyen, Nguyen & Nguyen, 2014; Um, 

2003), these studies have yet to empirically explain what factors lead to gaps in educational 

success. As such, there is an opportunity to examine the characteristics that predict outcomes for 

different groups, thus moving beyond the notion that racial heterogeneity alone is the rationale 

for collecting and utilizing disaggregated data. Instead, I aim to assert that racial heterogeneity 

must be further explored as it is correlated to the stratification of educational opportunity and the 

examination of ethnicity can help to capture the depth of that inequality.  

Theoretical Contribution 

In addition to offering a refined research approach to the study of educational success, 

my study challenges the way in which opportunity gaps are understood regarding race. It pushes 

back on commonly accepted racial hierarchy, which relies on cross-sectional data to maintain an 

antiquated system of understanding academic success. Instead, I extend that the study of 
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variables across the educational trajectory, in addition to ethnic data, will demonstrate that there 

is a need for reconsidering the way in which the field understands opportunity gaps may not 

actually be representative of all students. As such, my dissertation seeks to contribute to the 

conversation on academic success, as a means for addressing racial inequality in education. 

In sum, I anticipate that the examination of ethnicity in my study can take us one step 

closer to understanding the stratification of educational success, and thus help close educational 

opportunity gaps. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
 In keeping with the nature of literature reviews, this chapter has delved into detail on a 

range of matters from the nation’s demography, to the educational opportunity of Asian 

Americans. In taking a step back to put the referenced scholarship into concert, the previous 

pages ultimately build upon the premise that there is a need to reconsider the way educational 

success is understood in relation to the racial hierarchy. As such, the theory that guides my study 

provides a lens for exploring this further. My study’s framework – racial formation theory –

affords the study a theoretical grounding in the examination of ethnicity and provides the 

conceptual basis for understanding the socially constructed and structurally maintained system of 

inequality in higher education. Additionally, it underscores the possibility for better 

understanding and addressing the educational opportunity gaps across racial and ethnic groups. 

 Insofar as the Asian American-specific aspect of the study goes, racial formation theory 

is a particularly helpful theoretical lens. Omi and Winant’s (1994) theory starts with the premise 

that “race is a concept which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by referring 

to different types of human bodies” (p. 55) and is “an element of social structure rather than […] 

an irregularity within it; we should see race as a dimension of human representation rather than 
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an illusion” (p. 55). Based on this definition of race, racial formation is “the sociohistorical 

process by which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed” (p. 55); a 

theoretical acknowledgement of the constantly evolving nature of race.  

 In building the foundation for racial formation theory, Omi and Winant (1994) offer three 

paradigmatic approaches to race: ethnicity, class, and nation. For obvious reasons, their analysis 

of the ethnicity paradigm has important theoretical implications for my study. The ethnicity-

based approach was in direct contest to the biologically oriented understanding of race of the 18th 

century. At that time, ethnicity was largely viewed as a cultural orientation (e.g. religion, 

language, nationality). However, later ethnicity theorists “came to question the validity of any 

primordial sense of identity or attachment, arguing instead that these concepts too were socially 

constructed” (p. 15). This is a point that I have previously established and continue to build on 

henceforth.   

 Beyond the debate between ethnicity being defined as a symbol of culture or a 

representation of social construction, Omi and Winant point out a challenge with the ethnicity 

approach that racial formation theory helps to address: the conflation of ethnicity for particular 

groups.  To this point, they write, “The ethnicity approach views blacks as one ethnic group 

among others. It does not consider national origin, religion, language, or cultural differences 

among blacks, as it does among whites, as sources of ethnicity” (p. 22). They go on to explain: 

There is, in fact, a subtly racist element in this substitution – in which whites are seen as 
variegated in terms of group identities, but blacks “all look alike.” In our view, this is 
nothing intentional, but simply the effect of the application of a paradigm based in white 
ethnic history to a racially defined group. Blacks are thus aggregated – and treated as the 
great exception – because they are so clearly racially identified in the U.S. But this issue 
cannot be confined to blacks. […] The aggregation of Americans of Filipino, Japanese, 
Korean, Chinese, and now Vietnamese, Laotian, Thai and Cambodian descent into the 
category “Asian American,” for example, is clearly a racially based process (p. 22-23). 
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This excerpt importantly brings to light that the resistance to collecting and using ethnic data to 

represent the diversity of intergroup difference is not a matter of convenience, but is instead, 

situated within a racialized process of race construction, which benefits some groups while 

overlooking others. Racial formation theory offers a powerful conceptual lens for making sense 

of this problem, as it acknowledges the sociohistorical evolution of race, which offers a window 

for further examining ethnicity. Such an examination can offer insight to the persistent system of 

inequality and stratification.  

 The structural aspect of racial formation is more explicitly addressed in Omi & Winant’s 

class paradigm. Although economically deterministic, it is in the class distinction that the 

stratification of educational opportunity most lies and “varying degrees of social mobility are 

postulated among the ranks of a racial hierarchy and numerous non-economic factors are seen as 

shaping the stratification system’s maintenance” (Omi & Winant, 2015).  Grounded in the 

history of resource allocation, the class paradigm importantly links race to material outcomes and 

in this case, provides a basis through which to examine how inequality in education is 

maintained through racial and ethnic stratification.  

 In addition to the foundational theoretical contribution of their work, Omi and Winant 

(2012) offer a forward-looking perspective on how the study and application of racial formation 

theory unlocks the opportunity to critique and address racial inequality: 

Our actions and ideas—both individual and collective—should be seen as political 
projects that have the potential to undo racial injustice and generate broader racial 
equality, and indeed greater freedom in every way.  Racial formation theory should help 
us think about race and racism as continuing encounters between despotic and 
democratic practices, in which individuals and groups, confronted by state power and 
entrenched privilege but not entirely limited by those obstacles, make choices and locate 
themselves over and over in the constant racial “reconstruction” of everyday life.  
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In combination, racial formation’s theoretical grounding and practical applications are an 

exceptional framework through which to make methodological decisions, interpret results, and 

consider opportunities where the study can stretch theoretical boundaries and produce racial and 

ethnic equality. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

My study examines the factors that influence educational success, with attention to the 

stratification of Asian American ethnic subgroups using longitudinal data from Washington 

State. In this chapter, I will detail my methodological approach for this investigation, beginning 

with a summary of my research design. Next, I provide detailed information on the Education 

Research and Data Center (ERDC) data from Washington State, followed by my analytical 

strategy and limitations. As a reminder, my study seeks to answer the question, “How does 

complicating the Asian American race category, through the examination of ethnicity, change 

the outcomes of educational “success” for Asian Americans?” My student is supported by the 

following research questions: 

4. Which demographic background and student performance factors are correlated to the 

differential educational outcomes across racial groups? 

5. Which demographic background and student performance factors are correlated to the 

differential educational outcomes across ethnic groups? 

6. To what extent can the pipeline gaps between racial and ethnic groups be explained by 

predictive factors included in the study? 

These research questions lend themselves to the nuanced examination of educational “success” 

through consideration of ethnicity, which contributes to the understanding of educational 

opportunity gaps. 

 
Research Design 

 
 To address the research questions (RQs) posed, I utilized a quantitative investigational 

approach through the employment of multilevel mixed-effects linear regression models. This 

methodological strategy is designed to answer the greater question about which factors 
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contribute to overall educational “success”. Multilevel mixed-effects linear regression models 

provide the opportunity to include both student-level and school-level data to identify which 

factors may be correlated to the three outcomes across the pipeline. In this way, the gaps between 

groups can be more closely examined and an empirical analysis of factors that impact 

educational success across time can be made. Given that understanding group categories hinge 

on their relation to one another and that Asian Americans do not fit into these neat comparisons, 

a longitudinal analysis of academic outcomes can shed light on the disparities that exist and 

explain more about why intergroup stratification occurs, thus opening the window for identifying 

the location (i.e. specific factors) of inequality. 

 Washington State provides the unique opportunity to conduct this study, as they are one 

of few states that collect both longitudinal and disaggregated data (to be detailed in the following 

section). Although site-specific, the Washington State population and educational attainment 

rates mirror that of the nation largely. As such, the conclusions that are drawn from this 

examination of educational outcomes through ethnicity can offer valuable insight into how 

educational success is understood broadly, and more importantly, provide recommendations for 

closing educational opportunity gaps for students across the nation. 

 
Data 

 
Data from my study are collected from Washington State’s Education Research and Data 

Center (ERDC). ERDC is a state-commissioned office, within the Office of Financial 

Management, that compiles and transforms student data to provide insight for the decision-

making of legislators, parents and education providers across the state. ERDC’s mission is to 

“develop longitudinal information spanning the P-20W system to facilitate analyses, provide 

meaningful reports, collaborate on education research, and share data” (ERDC website, 2016). 
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This P-20W system that tracks students longitudinally from moment of entry to point of exit, as 

long as they stay in the State of Washington, is unique to Washington State’s dataset and 

provides the premise for examining this state specifically.  Although some states have also begun 

to utilize the P-20W system, few are as advanced in their data collection methods.  

 The P-20W system allows for the linking of students across the three data warehouses in 

the three educational sectors: K-12, two-year and four-year. As all three datasets are utilized in 

this study of the six-year outcomes of the 2008-2009 cohort of students who enroll in 

postsecondary education, the background and parameters for each are briefly discussed. 

The Comprehensive Education Data and Research System (CEDARS) 

CEDARS is a longitudinal data system that collects, stores and reports data on students, 

courses, and teachers in all public K-12 schools across the state.  Data are collected from the 

schools and reported upward to the district and subsequently, submitted to the state each month 

between October and June during the academic school year. As of 2010 – the first year 

Washington State began collecting disaggregated ethnic data – there were 81,670 students 

enrolled in K-12 public schools.  Data included in this student sample that originates prior to 

2010 (2008-2009 and 2009-2010 academic years) is retroactively applied. Variables from 

CEDARS include high school grade point average (GPA) and the high school from which 

students graduated. 

State Board for Community and Technical Colleges Warehouse (SBCTC) 

SBCTC is the primary data source for student, course, personnel, and facilities data on 

students in the 34 community and technical colleges (CTCs) in the state. All 34 institutions are 

required to report data to the SBCTC warehouse. Using the P-20W system, data from CEDARS 

will be linked to SBCTC to examine the progression of students longitudinally. The variables 
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used in the study from SBCTC include credits earned, credits attempted, gender, race, ethnicity, 

county of residency, and in-state residential status.  

Public Centralized Higher Education Enrollment System (PCHEES) 

PCHEES is the data warehouse for the six public four-year institutions in the state of 

Washington, collecting enrollment, admissions, and degree completion data on all students 

entering one of these colleges or universities. Data is collected on the tenth day of each academic 

term, and in a similar fashion to SBCTC, will be linked using the P-20W identifier for the 

purposes of this study. Variables from PCHEES that are utilized in this study include credits 

attempted, credits earned, Pell Grant recipient, state grant recipient, and student background data 

(e.g. race, ethnicity, gender). Background data is primarily drawn from PCHEES, and 

secondarily from SBCTC, given the strength of that dataset in allowing students to self-identify. 

 Student-level data from the high graduating cohort of the 2008-2009 academic year will 

be linked across these three datasets to examine variables that influence educational outcomes 

longitudinally (six-year outcomes).  

Sample 
 
 A descriptive summary of the sample is provided in Table 1, offering baseline 

proportions for the study. The sample includes 83,889 students who enrolled in some form of 

postsecondary education (two-year or four-year) in the State of Washington in 2008. The 

majority of the students enrolled in a two-year-institution (80.2%) as their first postsecondary 

institution of enrollment, slightly more than a quarter transferred from a two-year to a four-year 

college and just under 30% of the entire sample graduated with a bachelor’s degree.  The sample 

is categorized by racial and ethnic group to demonstrate the stratification of outcomes across 

groupings, as will be demonstrated in the model results. Overall, approximately 15% of the 
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sample are Pell recipients, nearly a quarter are considered economically disadvantaged and 

almost 90% are residents of Washington State.  

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Population Sample (N=83,889) 
Variables Label n % 
Total  83,889 100.0% 
Two-Year Enrollment  67,243 80.2% 
Four-Year Enrollment  16,646 19.8% 
Transfer Two- to Four-Year (if started in two-
year)  17,542 26.1% 
Overall Degree Attainment   23,764 28.3% 
Degree Attainment among direct to four-year  10,476 62.9% 
Degree Attainment among transfer to four-year  13,288 75.7% 
Race Asian American 7,103 8.5% 

 Black 3,252 3.9% 
 Latino 7,004 8.3% 

 
Native 
American 19 0.0% 

 Pacific Islander 363 0.4% 
 White 48,760 58.1% 
 Two or More 9,874 11.8% 
 Other 7,514 9.0% 

Ethnicity (within Asian American racial group) Chinese 1,429 20.1% 
 Filipino  990 13.9% 
 Korean 1,233 17.4% 
 Vietnamese  1,029 14.5% 
 Other 2,422 34.1% 

Pell recipient  11,907 14.2% 
State grant recipient   10,647 12.7% 
Economically disadvantaged  19,307 23.0% 
Resident of Washington State  74,133 88.4% 
Gender Female 44,875 53.5% 

 Male 37,774 45.0% 
 Two Gender 684 0.8% 
 Unreported 556 0.7% 

Variable Min Max M(SD) 
High school grade point average 0.00 4.00 3.09 (0.60) 
Transfer credits 0.0 291.5 50.3 (43.2) 
Credit success rate (earned/attempted) two-year 0.0 1.0 0.73(0.35) 
Credit success rate (earned/attempted) four-year 0.0 1.0 0.81(0.29) 
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Outcome Measures 
 

The educational outcomes measured in my study will include the analysis of three 

separate areas of focus: enrollment, persistence, and completion. The enrollment variable will be 

measured by admittance into a four-year institution in the State of Washington, as defined by 

students’ first institution of enrollment. The transfer from a two-year public institution to a four-

year public institution within the state denotes the dependent variable for persistence, as the data 

only captures students who remain within the state educational system. Finally, completion is 

measured by bachelor’s degree attainment from one of the six four-year public institutions. 

These three variables provide the opportunity to examine gaps in success from a longitudinal 

perspective and support the study’s effort to reconsider educational “success”. 

Independent Variables 

Guided by research literature, several independent variables were selected across the 

three data warehouses to include in the models, which also considered factors such as sample 

size, statistical significance and model fit. The variables are categorized in Table 2. Those that 

are made bold are included in the final model, after goodness of fit tests were conducted. 

Table 2. Independent Control Variables  
Category Variables 
Student Background Race, ethnicity, gender, residential status, citizenship status 
Socioeconomic 
Characteristics 

Economically disadvantaged status, Pell grant status, state need 
grant status, dependents 

Academic 
Characteristics  

High school GPA, credits success rate (credits earned/credits 
attempted), transfer credits, enrollment pathway (2 or 4 year), 
enrollment gap between high school and college, general education 
degree (GED) 

Random Effects High school attended, county last resided 
 
Student Background: the variables included in student background are primarily based on the 

PCHEES reporting, followed by SBCTC, given the strength of the data collection methods, and 

will be retroactively applied to students in the CEDARS dataset. Although I acknowledge that 
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racial and ethnic identification can change over time, and is a matter that should be further 

researched, my focus on the representativeness of race and the explanatory power of ethnicity 

relies on a more static approach. As such, the category of race and ethnicity in the PCHEES data 

will represent the identification of the student for the entirety of the longitudinal study. Students 

who identified more than one race or ethnicity were grouped in the "Two or More" racial/ethnic 

categories. The students who report more than one race were largely Latino with some other 

race, making up nearly 67% of the Two or More category. The majority of Two or More Asian 

American students were those that identified as Asian and White, followed by Asian and Latino.  

Approximately 16% of the Two or More category were racial combinations that were not 

inclusive of either Latino or Asian identification. Additionally, students who identified as Asian 

American, but did not specify an ethnicity, were categorized as “Other Asian Ethnicity”, 

alongside ethnic subgroups who had small population sizes. The four most populated Asian 

American ethnicities – Chinese, Filipino, Korean, and Vietnamese – were included as separate 

categories. Finally, residential status is included in this category. 

Socioeconomic Characteristics: the variables included in the socioeconomic characteristics 

represent the longer-term impact of growing up disadvantaged. Being economically 

disadvantaged, for example, is retained in the study if at any time in the six-year timespan the 

student was categorized as such. The same approach applies to Pell and state grant status, as the 

variable is dichotomous for if the student ever received aid in those forms. Although this method 

is a limitation to the precision of the study to identify when aid impacts outcomes, it accounts for 

the fact that the challenges associated with being economically disadvantaged or a recipient of 

financial aid do not necessarily diminish when the threshold of such status is overcome. 

Socioeconomic characteristics are important to include in the realm of this study, as they shed 
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light on the variation that may exist across ethnic subgroup regarding the differences in 

educational trajectory. 

Academic Characteristics: academic characteristics include high school GPA, which is centered 

by the spectrum of high school GPA’s within the sample for the purposes of interpretability. 

Credits attempted and credits earned, at both the two-year and four-year levels, are utilized to 

measure credit success rate. Finally, the enrollment pathway – whether a student enrolled into a 

two-year or four-year  – is included in the degree attainment model.  

Random Effects: Two variables are included in the model as random effects; these are high 

school in which students attended upon graduating, and county where the student last resided. 

These random effects are included as a measure to estimate the variance in outcomes by high 

school and county.   

 
Analytical Strategies 

 
 The analytical strategy employed for each research question is outlined in Table 3. 

Following the table, I describe the more specific analytical methods utilized in my study.  

Table 3. Summary of Methods and Analytics Strategies  

Research Question 
Method & Analytic 
Strategy 

Dependent 
Variable(s)/Outcomes 

What is being 
measured? 

(RQ1) Which 
demographic 
background and 
student performance 
factors are correlated 
to the differential 
educational outcomes 
across racial groups? 

1. Descriptive 
statistics 
2. Multilevel mixed-
effects linear 
regressions 

1. Enrollment  
2. Persistence  
3. Attainment 

The variance in 
educational 
trajectories between 
racial groups.  

(RQ2) Which 
demographic 
background and 
student performance 
factors are correlated 
to the differential 

1. Descriptive 
statistics  

2. Multilevel mixed-
effects linear 
regressions 

 

1. Enrollment 
2. Persistence 
3. Attainment 

The variance in 
educational 
trajectories between 
ethnic subgroups. 
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educational outcomes 
across ethnic groups? 
(RQ3) To what extent 
can the pipeline gaps 
between racial and 
ethnic groups be 
explained by 
predictive factors 
included in the study? 

1. Multilevel mixed-
effects linear 
regressions with 
interaction effects 

1. Enrollment 
2. Persistence 
3. Attainment 

The extent to which 
variables can explain 
the variance in 
educational outcomes 
between racial and 
ethnic groups.  

 
Strategy 1: Descriptive Statistics  
 
 To gain a better understanding of the population, descriptive analyses in the form of 

cross-tabulations with chi-squared tests were executed to examine enrollment, persistence and 

attainment outcomes across racial and ethnic background, as well as to determine the variation in 

representation within independent variable categories (e.g. economically disadvantaged status). 

Descriptive statistics were also used to construct the six-year postsecondary pipeline, tracking 

the proportions of students, by racial and ethnic group, who achieve each outcome. These were 

used to shed light on where educational opportunity gaps exist, providing context for the 

multilevel modeling.  

Strategy 2: Multilevel Mixed-Effects Linear Regressions 
 

To begin, goodness of fit diagnostics were conducted to determine the best model for the 

study.  It was determined that a linear probability model was the best fit based on the Bayesian 

Information Criterion (BIC). The BIC “penalizes -2 log likelihood by adding the number of 

estimated parameters multiplied by the log of the sample size” (Jones, 2011, p. 3050), which has 

been found to be the preferred method for model selection of nested and longitudinal models 

(Jones, 2011; Kass & Raftery, 1995). The multilevel mixed-effects linear regression models 

presented lower BIC values than other models – the desired output using this goodness of fit 

method. The linear mixed-effects model also allowed for the inclusion of random effects for 
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county and high school. This model selection did produce non-normal distributions of residuals; 

however, the study follows the logic of research that finds the distribution has little to no effect 

on the parameter estimates (Gelman & Hill, 2007; Maas & Hox, 2003), particularly as it pertains 

to a large sample size. The study attempted a logistic mixed-effects model, however, the 

maximum likelihood estimation failed to converge. 

The multilevel mixed-effects linear regression falls into the broader hierarchical linear 

modeling (HLM) statistical approach and is an analytic approach that has been applied to 

educational research to capture the contextual effects of schools, institutions or communities in 

relation to individual-level characteristics on student outcomes (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). In 

other words, HLM captures the nested or hierarchical nature of educational contexts (e.g. 

individual students nested within organizational settings), allowing for a more precise evaluation 

of the interaction between levels. One key rationale for using this approach, as opposed to a 

traditional, single-level regression, is to distill the variation in effects of individual-level 

characteristics (level 1) from the characteristics of the schools and counties (level 2), which offer 

more clarity in considering which factors – individual or structural – influence student outcomes 

and for whom those variables play a role. Another basis for using HLM is that it accounts for 

dependency at the high school and county levels via random effects, as failing to model for 

clustering at these levels could lead to biased standard errors. Additionally, HLM utilizes 

maximum likelihood techniques, which provides robust parameter estimates for models with 

“pseudobalanced groups” (Hox & Maas, 2001). 

The relevance for the HLM in this study is threefold. First, given the individual and 

school/county level data included in the sample, the ability to capture nested data structures is 

obvious. Moreover, the hierarchical approach more precisely considers the layers of data that 
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exist across the three data warehouses. Beyond that, “multilevel regression analysis can be 

applied to longitudinal data, where the levels are defined by the measurement occasions nested 

within individuals” (Mass & Hox, 2005; Raudenbush, 1989). Finally, HLM applies well to my 

study, as it accounts for the variation in group sizes, which is useful when moving from racial to 

ethnic group evaluations where fluctuations in group sample size occur. 

 The multi-level linear probability models are represented by the following equation: 

!"#$ = 	'( + '* +,-./0,	1ℎ3431,/45+,51+ " + '6 +7157/1707851	1ℎ3431,/45+,51+ "
+	'9 313./851	1ℎ3431,/45+,51+ " + :# + ;$ + <"#$ 

 
where !"#$ represents the student outcomes – enrollment in four-year, transfer from two-year to 

four-year, and degree attainment from a four-year institution – for individual students, i, at high 

school, j, and in county, k; :# is the random intercept for high school; ;$ is the random intercept 

for county; and <"#$ is the standard errors for individual, high school and county. The equation is 

simplified with vectors for variables falling into categories such as student characteristics (e.g. 

race, gender), socioeconomic characteristics (e.g. Pell, economically disadvantaged), and 

academic characteristics (e.g. high school GPA).  

 The selection process for inclusion of variables in the final regression models were 

premised on the BIC measure using a subtractive approach. In other words, all possible variables 

(see Table 2) were included in the model and subsequently excluded based on significance to the 

model and impact on the BIC score. There are some limitations to using a subtractive approach 

for including variables. Considered a blunt instrument for linear regressions, the models could 

over control for confounding variables, which inhibits the ability to see significance that would 

have been “controlled away”. It is certainly a more conservative approach; however, it suits this 

study as one of few that examines the predictors for Asian American ethnic group outcome by 

avoiding the prediction of correlations that may be due to factors that cannot be fully accounted 



 54 

for. In other words, the study risks garnering more false negatives, but avoids the false positives 

that would be harmful to an initial understanding of the pipeline outcomes by Asian American 

ethnicity. 

A final comment that is unrelated to the rationale for using the HLM model, however, a 

noteworthy aspect of the model is that former outcome variables (e.g. enrollment pathway) in the 

study become independent factors in later outcomes (e.g. degree attainment); narrowing in on 

how one outcome may influence other outcomes along the postsecondary pipeline. 

Interaction Effects 

 In general, the discussion of an “effect” relates to the causal relationship one or more 

dependent variables has on an independent outcome. For the purposes of this study, however, it 

is important to denote that the nature of this causal relationship as being one that is moderated, 

meaning that “the relationship between X and Y is moderated by a third variable, Z” (Jaccard & 

Turrisi, 2003, p. 1). The moderator approach to interaction effects provokes the researcher to 

theorize the moderating variable and the “focal independent variable” (p. 3), which can vary the 

extent to which other dependent variables are correlated to the outcome. Regarding this study, 

the focal independent variables are race and ethnicity and the moderating variables are other 

characteristics included in the model, such as Pell Grant. In identifying race and ethnicity as the 

focal independent variables, the study explicitly compares the racial and ethnic variations, and 

thus gaps, in enrollment, persistence, and attainment. This approach is executed for the variables 

that were deemed significant to the examination of interactions in each model. 

Missing Variables 
 
 Beyond the longitudinal and disaggregated nature of the dataset, an additional strength 

lies in the minimization of missing data, given the state’s requirement to collect data on all 
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students at the K-12 level (CEDARS data). This was most helpful for this study, which focuses 

explicitly on race and ethnicity, as there was not a great deal of missing data. There were 

instances, however, when students selected “Other” as their racial category. These observations 

are included in the analysis of racial group as “Other” and make up 9% of the sample. The 

selection of “Other” within ethnicity was more prominent, accounting for 34.1% of students who 

identified as Asian American, but did not specify an ethnicity. Again, these students are included 

in the model as “Other Asian Ethnicity”. 

 Other than race and ethnicity data, there are three independent variables that contributed 

missing data. The first two, citizenship and number of dependents, were ultimately removed 

from the model as they were not significant variables and raised the BIC. The final variable from 

which missing data emerged was high school GPA. High school GPA offered a high p-value and 

lowered the model BIC and was deemed necessary to maintain in the model. As such, in addition 

to centering the variable across the spectrum of available high school GPAs, a missing GPA 

variable was included to keep observations in the sample. The missing GPA variable resulted in 

a non-statistically significant variable, which indicates that it is not significantly different from 

centered GPA. Given this outcome, it is reasonable to conclude that there is not a clustering of 

similar GPAs coming from one place. In other words, all the low GPAs are not isolated in one 

school, thus the centered GPA represents the variation across high schools. 

 
Limitations 

 
 There are several important limitations to this study that deserve consideration. First, the 

longitudinal data that is examined tracks students from the start of their postsecondary tenure to 

six years later, however, this does not account for the attrition of students who never enroll in 

postsecondary education or have delayed matriculation. As such, the measurement of “survival” 
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across the postsecondary pipeline is based on a cohort of students who enrolled in postsecondary 

education in 2008, not all students who graduated from high school in that year or enrolled after 

that point. This is a limitation as it may influence the characteristic of the sample, as it may 

narrow it to students who are already more likely to enroll in college than the students who do 

not matriculate or matriculate late. This is an important consideration in future research. 

 A second limitation to the study is the inability to examine more institutional/structural 

and societal effects, which I extend, is critical for examining opportunity gaps. The variables 

available in the dataset are primarily student-focused, which can shed light on the individual 

factors that explain academic success, but can do little to predict what structural factors play a 

role in the different outcomes across groups. One example is the extent to which groups are 

affected by issues such as school and neighborhood segregation, which are marginally addressed 

by the random effects. However, more and better data on structural and societal factors would 

better illuminate the opportunity gaps and strengthen the HLM statistical analyses.  

 Third, I utilize a static variable for race and ethnicity based on the PCHEES, and 

secondarily SBCTC, data. This method, although necessary for the purposes of examining the 

relationship between educational outcomes and race and ethnicity in this model, precludes the 

fact that race and ethnicity are constantly evolving concepts, which is also true for a single 

individual. A student, for example, may self-identify as Chinese American in grade school and 

later, identify as Filipino American in college. These changes are not accounted for, as it is 

beyond the scope of the study, however, I do encourage future scholars to examine this 

phenomenon, which would further illuminate the unique Asian American educational 

experience.  
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 An additional limitation exists in the inability to specifically control and define 

immigrant generation. Research has well documented that immigration history and status is a key 

factor for understanding the unique Asian American ethnic experiences (Ngo, 2006; Yeh, 2004), 

and that generational status plays a large role in the barriers they face in their educational 

trajectory (CARE, 2015). However, the data does not capture immigrant or generational status. 

This is a serious limitation to understanding the unique educational trajectories of Asian 

Americans given the large proportions of immigrant generation students within the population 

and should be considered in future studies on the stratification of Asian American outcomes. 

 Finally, an additional layer of analysis that would benefit the examination of opportunity 

gaps in postsecondary outcomes is the consideration of selectivity of four-year institutions. The 

enrollment outcome in this study is dichotomous for two-year or four-year enrollment, which 

includes any of the six four-year institutions. It is not possible to examine selectivity, as there is 

no variation between institutions with the state flagship institution accepting approximately half 

of their applicants, as compared to the remaining five institutions which accept 80-90% of 

applicants. However, when possible future studies could shed further light on enrollment 

pathways by studying the level of selectivity of the institutions where students enroll.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

 In this chapter, I provide the results from the proposed statistical analyses for my study. I 

begin with descriptive statistics of the sample, pointing to the gaps between racial and ethnic 

groups across the postsecondary pipeline. I follow with findings from the multilevel mixed-

effects linear regression models highlighting probabilities of the effect of predictor variables. 

Results from the linear probability models are addressed by outcome – enrollment into four-year 

institutions, transfer from two- year to four-year, and completion (bachelor’s degree attainment) 

from four-year institutions – with interpretations of the coefficients.  

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 Table 4 highlights the differences in characteristics across racial groups. Asian 

Americans are more likely to be Pell and state grant recipients at 18.6% and 16.7%, respectively, 

nearly doubling the proportion of Latino students who have received such aid. Not including the 

“Other” category, Asians Americans have the smallest proportion of their population considered 

economically disadvantaged at 18.3%, as compared to White (24.6%), Pacific Islanders (27.6%),  

and Black students, of whom over 40% fall into this category.  Despite having the lowest 

proportion of in-state residents across racial groups, over 75% of Asian Americans hold this 

status. Across all racial categories, over half identify as female.  

Looking across the postsecondary pipeline, the sample demonstrates that a larger 

proportion of each racial group begins their postsecondary enrollment on the two-year track 

(Table 5). This circumstance is the most likely for Black and Latino students with nearly 90% of 

their respective populations enrolling in community college as their first postsecondary 
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of Population Sample by Race 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Asian 

American  Black  Latino  
Native 

American  
Pacific 

Islander  White  Two or More  Other 
Variables   n %   n %   n %   n %   n %   n %   n %   n % 

Total  7,103 100  
3,25

2 100  7,004 100  19 100.0  363 100  48,760 100  9,874 100  7,514 100 

Pell recipient  1,318 
18.
6  567 17.4  669 

10.
0  6 31.6  45 12.4  6,921 

14.
2  2,052 

20.
8  329 4.4 

State grant 
recipient   1,189 

16.
7  499 15.3  626 9.0  4 21.2  35 9.6  6,169 

12.
7  1,854 

18.
8  271 3.6 

Economically 
disadvantaged  1,298 

18.
3  

1,41
9 43.6  1,373 

19.
6  11 57.9  100 27.6  11,975 

24.
6  2,341 

23.
7  790 10.5 

Resident of 
Washington 
State  5,386 

75.
8  

2,82
6 86.9  6,502 

92.
8  16 84.2  301 82.9  44,048 

90.
3  8,811 

89.
2  6,243 83.1 

Female  3,825 
53.
9  

1,63
2 50.1  3,693 

52.
7  13 68.4  193 53.2  26,407 

54.
2  5,586 

56.
6  3,526 46.9 

Male  3,179 
44.
8  

1,57
4 48.4  3,259 

46.
5  6 31.6  166 45.7  21,938 

45.
0  4,145 

42.
0  3,507 46.7 

Two Gender  86 1.2  43 1.3  47 0.7  0 0.0  3 0.8  345 0.7  143 1.5  17 0.2 
Unreported  13 0.2  3 0.1  5 0.1  0 0.0  1 0.3  70 0.1  0 0.0  464 6.2 
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institution. Asian Americans and White students have approximately 10% fewer of their students 

on the two-year track. Although Asian Americans, White and Two or More have the lowest 

proportion of students who begin at a two-year college, they have the greatest likelihood of 

transferring to a four-year institution at 34.3%, 29.2% and 41.9% respectively. Native American 

students boast a 47.4% transfer rate, however, the small sample size (n=19) may misconstrue the 

outcomes of students within the racial group across the state. Latino students have the lowest 

proportion of transfer at approximately 10%. 

 Aligning with the racial gaps in enrollment and transfer, Asian American, White and Two 

or More students also have the highest proportions of degree attainment. Asian American 

students, for example, more than triple the degree attainment rates of Latino students and White 

students double the rate of Black students. When comparing the outcomes of students who have 

started on the same postsecondary track, the gaps shrink but are retained. Among students who 

transferred into a four-year college or university, for example, Asian American (83.4%) and 

White (75.7%) students are still the most likely to earn a degree, as compared to Black students 

(67.0%). The racial gaps, although still large, are the most decreased among students who enroll 

directly into a four-year institution. Across all groups, there is a higher proportion of students 

earning a degree via the transfer route than the direct to four-year pathway.  

 Digging deeper into the Asian American category, Table 6 provides descriptive statistics 

across ethnic groups. As with the racial groups, there is variation across ethnic groups with 

nearly 30% of Vietnamese students being Pell and/or state grant recipients, as compared to 

approximately 10% of Filipino and 15% of Chinese students with the same status. There is even 

greater variation in economic disadvantage status with 32.5% of Vietnamese falling into this 
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category, compared to only 12.7% and 11.4% of Chinese and Korean students, respectively.    

Regarding these characteristics – Pell, state grant, economically disadvantaged – the Chinese 

and Korean ethnic groups are most representative of the proportions reflected in the larger Asian 

American category. Like the racial categories, more than half of their populations identify as 

female, but different from the larger groupings, there is more in-state residency variance across 

ethnic groups. Nearly 90% of Filipino and Vietnamese students are in-state residents, for 

example, while three quarters of Korean and nearly 64% of Chinese students hold that status.  

The variation across ethnic groups is maintained when it comes to postsecondary 

enrollment with Chinese and Korean four-year enrollment more than doubling that of 

Vietnamese students. Filipino students fall between with 16.7% of their population, enrolling 

directly into a four-year college or university. The gaps begin to mitigate in transfer with a larger 

proportion of Vietnamese students (34.6%) who started in a two-year transferring than their 

Korean peers (31.3%). Chinese students, however, retain the highest rates of transfer at 44.9%. 

The ethnic stratification of outcomes becomes the narrowest at the level of degree attainment. 

For both the direct to four-year and transfer from two-year to four-year tracks, Vietnamese 

students have higher proportions of degree attainment than Korean and Filipino students. 

Chinese students retain their status as the highest achieving, however, only marginally.  

 

Regression Models  

 The linear probability models put the group characteristics in conversation with racial and 

ethnic gaps across the postsecondary pipeline to determine the effect of predictor variables on the 

disparate outcomes. The findings follow the postsecondary pipeline, beginning with enrollment, 

followed by transfer and concluding with degree attainment.
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Table 5. Descriptive Postsecondary Pipeline Statistics by Race 
 

 

 
Asian 

American  Black  Latino  
Native 

American  
Pacific 

Islander  White  Two or More  Other 
Variables n %   n %   n %   n %   n %   n %   n %   n % 
Total 7,103 100.0  3,252 100.0  7,004 100.0  19 100.0  363 100.0  48,760 100.0  9,874 100.0  7,514 100.0 

Two-Year 
Enrollment 5,723 80.6  2,923 89.9  6,323 90.3  19 100.0  298 82.1  40,725 83.5  5,190 52.6  6,548 87.1 

Four-Year 
Enrollment 1,380 19.4  329 10.1  681 9.7  0 0.0  65 17.9  8,035 16.5  4,684 47.4  966 12.9 
Transfer  1,963 34.3  473 16.2  668 10.6  9 47.4  28 9.4  11,899 29.2  2,177 41.9  6,223 95.0 

Overall 
Degree 
Attainment  2,726 38.4  514 15.8  854 12.2  6 31.6  50 13.8  14,836 30.4  4,003 40.5  755 10.0 

Degree 
Attainment 
among 
direct to 
four-year 1,084 78.6  192 58.4  389 57.1  0 0.0  32 49.2  5,793 72.1  2,449 52.3  537 55.6 
Degree 
Attainment 
among 
transfer to 
four-year 1,637 83.4  317 67.0  464 69.4  6 66.7  18 64.3  9,006 75.7  1,551 71.2  234 3.8 
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Table 6. Descriptive Statistics of Population Sample by Ethnicity, Proportional Representation of Characteristics Within Groups 

 

Table 7. Descriptive Postsecondary Pipeline Statistics by Ethnicity 

 
Total Asian 
Population  Chinese  Filipino  Korean  Vietnamese  

Other Asian 
Ethnicity 

Variables n   n %   n %   n %   n %   n % 
Total 7,103  1,429 100  990 100  1,233 100  1,029 100.0  2,422 100 
Pell recipient 1,318  249 17.4  128 12.9  254 20.6  293 28.5  394 16.3 
State grant 
recipient  1,189  225 15.8  101 10.2  230 18.6  276 26.8  357 14.7 
Economically 
disadvantaged 1,298  181 12.7  226 22.8  140 11.4  334 32.5  417 17.2 
Resident of 
Washington 
State 5,386  906 63.4  882 89.0  920 74.6  890 86.5  1,050 43.4 
Female 3,825  736 51.5  570 57.6  662 53.7  524 50.9  1,333 55.0 
Male 3,179  671 47.0  411 41.5  561 45.5  483 46.9  1,053 43.5 
Two Gender 86  17 1.2  7 0.7  9 0.7  22 2.1  31 1.3 
Unreported 13  5 0.4  2 0.2  1 0.1  0 0.0  5 0.2 

 Chinese  Filipino  Korean  Vietnamese  
Other Asian 

Ethnicity 
Variables n %   n %   n %   n %   n % 
Total 1,429 100.0  990 100.0  1,233 100.0  1,029 100.0  2,422 100.0 
Two-Year Enrollment 1,101 77.0  825 83.3  888 72.0  919 89.3  1,990 82.2 
Four-Year Enrollment 328 23.0  165 16.7  345 28.0  110 10.7  432 17.8 
Transfer  494 44.9  201 24.4  278 31.3  318 34.6  672 33.8 
Overall Degree 
Attainment  711 49.8  278 28.1  476 38.6  361 35.1  900 37.2 
Degree Attainment 
among direct to four-
year 274 83.5  119 72.1  260 75.4  89 80.1  342 79.2 
Degree Attainment 
among transfer to 
four-year 436 88.3  158 78.6  216 77.7  270 84.9  557 82.9 
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Enrollment  

 Across racial groups, there are several factors that influence the prediction of enrollment 

into a four-year institution (Table 8). The interaction effects reveal that the Pell Grant 

differentially influences enrollment of the Asian American, Black, Latino, Pacific Islander and 

Two or More racial groups. Although Pell increases four-year enrollment for Asian American 

students, the effect is 4% less than for White students. The effect of Pell on Two or More 

students is 10% less than White students with Pell. Pell grants also increase four-year enrollment 

of Black, Latino and Pacific Islander students, as compared to White peers. Furthermore, while 

being economically disadvantaged decreases the likelihood of four-year enrollment by 12% 

across all groups, this status decreases 5% and 9% further for Asian American and Two or More 

students, respectively, than for White students.  Additionally, the interaction effects show that 

there is a correlation between Latino students and high school GPA. More specifically, Latinos 

with a one unit increase in high school GPA start on the four-year pathway 4% less than White 

students with a one unit increase in GPA. Finally, a review of the random effects demonstrates 

that there is a 1% high school-to-high school and 2% county-to-county variance in four-year 

enrollment. Although the variance is not large, it is statistically significant in both cases, 

indicating that the high school students attend or the county in which they reside does have some 

predictive influence on the enrollment outcome.  

Table 8. Coefficients from Multilevel Mixed-Effects Linear Regression Predicting Enrollment in 
Four-Year Institutions with Random Effects and Interaction Effects by Race (N=83,889) 
Variables Coefficient Std. Error Significance 
Race    
   Asian American 0.04 0.01 *** 
   Black 0.04 0.01 ** 
   Latino 0.02 0.01  
   Native American -0.18 0.13  
   Pacific Islander 0.08 0.03 * 
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   Two or More 0.21 0.01 *** 
   (White)    
Pell recipient 0.07 0.01 *** 
State grant recipient  0.07 0.01 *** 
Economically disadvantaged -0.12 0.00 *** 
Resident of Washington State -0.05 0.00 *** 
Gender    
   Male 0.01 0.00 *** 
   Two Gender -0.05 0.01 *** 
   Unreported -0.06 0.01 *** 
   (Female)    
High school GPA 0.22 0.00 *** 
Pell * Asian American -0.03 0.01 * 
Pell * Black 0.10 0.02 *** 
Pell * Latino 0.12 0.01 *** 
Pell * Native American -0.14 0.16  
Pell * Pacific Islander 0.17 0.05 *** 
Pell * Two or More -0.10 0.01 *** 
Econ. Dis. * Asian American -0.05 0.01 *** 
Econ. Dis. * Black 0.02 0.01  
Econ. Dis. * Latino 0.00 0.01  
Econ. Dis. * Native American 0.13 0.16  
Econ. Dis. * Pacific Islander 0.06 0.04  
Econ. Dis. * Two or More -0.09 0.01 *** 
HS GPA * Asian American 0.02 0.01  
HS GPA * Black -0.03 0.02  
HS GPA * Latino -0.04 0.01 ** 
HS GPA * Native American -0.19 0.15  
HS GPA * Pacific Islander 0.04 0.05  
HS GPA * Two or More 0.01 0.01   
County (random effect) 0.02 0.01 *** 
High School (random effect) 0.01 0.00 *** 

Note: Significance: ***p<0.001;  **p<0.01;  *p<0.05 
Categories in parentheses are reference groups for each dummy variable  

 Across ethnic groups, the linear probability model reveals that the variables can provide 

insight to the gap in postsecondary enrollment (Table 9). Of the interaction effects, the Pell grant 

is most correlated to ethnic group differences in enrollment. The effect of Pell grants on four-

year enrollment for Filipino and Korean students is 9% and 10%, respectively, more than 
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Chinese students with Pell. The effect of Pell on enrolling in the four-year pathway is also higher 

for Vietnamese students for whom it is 6% more than Chinese students. An additional significant 

interaction is between the Filipino ethnic group and economically disadvantaged status. In this 

instance, being economically disadvantaged increases four-year start 7% more for Filipino 

students than for Chinese students. 

Table 9: Coefficients from Multilevel Mixed-Effects Linear Regression Predicting Enrollment in 
Four-Year Institutions with Random Effects and Interaction Effects by Ethnicity (n=7,103) 
Variables Coefficient Std. Error Significance 
Ethnicity    
   Filipino -0.06 0.02 * 
   Korean 0.05 0.03 * 
   Vietnamese -0.11 0.03 *** 
Other Asian Ethnicity -0.03 0.02  
   (Chinese)    
Pell recipient -0.02 0.03  
State grant recipient  0.09 0.02 *** 
Economically disadvantaged -0.19 0.02 *** 
Resident of Washington State -0.07 0.01 *** 
Gender    
   Male 0.02 0.01 ** 
   Two Gender -0.02 0.03  
   Unreported -0.03 0.08  
   (Female)    
High school GPA 0.25 0.03 *** 
Pell * Filipino 0.09 0.04 ** 
Pell * Korean 0.10 0.03 ** 
Pell * Vietnamese 0.06 0.03 * 
Pell * Other Asian Ethnicity 0.04 0.03  
Econ. Dis. * Filipino 0.07 0.03 * 
Econ. Dis. * Korean 0.05 0.04  
Econ. Dis. * Vietnamese 0.03 0.03  
Econ. Dis. * Other Asian Ethnicity 0.03 0.03  
HS GPA * Filipino -0.01 0.04  
HS GPA * Korean 0.02 0.04  
HS GPA * Vietnamese -0.10 0.04 ** 
HS GPA * Other Asian Ethnicity 0.04 0.04   
County (random effect) 0.03 0.01 *** 
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High School (random effect) 0.02 0.00 *** 
Note: Significance: ***p<0.001;  **p<0.01;  *p<0.05 
Categories in parentheses are reference groups for each dummy variable 

Finally, Vietnamese students also start at a four-year college or university 10% less than 

Chinese students with each unit increase in high school GPA. To hone in on this finding, 

predictive probabilities of enrolling in a four-year for these two ethnic groups are presented in 

Table 10. The findings show that as high school GPA increases, this profile of Vietnamese 

students becomes less likely to enroll into a four-year as compared to comparable Chinese peers. 

At the 3.5 GPA level, 7% fewer of the Vietnamese population enrolls directly into a four-year 

than Chinese students at that same level of GPA.  

Table 10. Predicted Probability of Enrolling in Four-Year by Selected Ethnic Group Conditional 
on High School Grade Point Average (GPA) 
High School 
GPA 

Chinese American Vietnamese American Difference 

2.0 0.01 0.03 0.02 
2.5 0.13 0.11 -0.03 
3.5 0.26 0.18 -0.07 

Note: This table reflects individuals with the following characteristics: Female, Washington state resident, state 
grant recipient, non-Pell grant recipient and considered economically disadvantaged.  
 
 Finally, like the racial group interactions, there is variation in the high school and county 

random effects. From high school to high school, there is a 2% variance and from county to 

county, there is a 3% variance. These statistics demonstrate that not only for the larger 

population, but also within the Asian American group, the high school attended and county 

resided have some predictive influence on the enrollment outcome. 

Transfer 

 Moving from enrollment to the transfer outcome, the regression model reveals that there 

are more statistically significant variables that predict transition from two-year to four-year than 

in the enrollment model. This sample includes those students who began their postsecondary 

pathway in a two-year college. As with enrollment, Pell differentially influences the transfer 
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outcomes of various racial groups. In this instance, the effect of Pell for Asian American students 

is approximately the same as White students. For Black, Latino and Pacific Islander students, 

however, the effect of Pell decreases transfer. For Pacific Islanders, having Pell has a notable 

43% higher effect than for White students with Pell. Differently from the enrollment model, the 

state grant variable was included in the interaction effects due to model fit. In these interactions, 

being a recipient of the state grant has a lower effect on transfer for Asian American (15%), 

Pacific Islander (35%), and Two or More (10%) students than on White students. Conversely, 

the state grant has a greater effect on Black students, increasing the likelihood of transfer by 1%. 

Table 11. Coefficients from Multilevel Mixed-Effects Linear Regression Predicting Transfer 
from Two-Year to Four-Year Institutions with Random Effects and Interaction Effects by Race 
(n=65,266) 
Variables Coefficient Std. Error Significance 
Race    

   Asian American -0.14 0.01 *** 
   Black -0.16 0.02 *** 
   Latino -0.08 0.01 *** 
   Native American 0.39 0.23  
   Pacific Islander -0.20 0.06 *** 
   Two or More -0.04 0.02 ** 
   (White)    

Pell recipient 0.50 0.01 *** 
State grant recipient  0.32 0.01 *** 
Economically disadvantaged -0.09 0.00 *** 
Resident of Washington State 0.07 0.00 *** 
Gender    

   Male 0.01 0.00 *** 
   Two Gender 0.06 0.01 *** 
   Unreported -0.09 0.01 *** 
   (Female)    

High school GPA 0.24 0.00 *** 
Credit success rate 0.16 0.00 *** 
Pell * Asian American 0.01 0.03  
Pell * Black 0.10 0.04 ** 
Pell * Latino 0.07 0.04 * 
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Pell * Native American 0.35 0.26  
Pell * Pacific Islander 0.43 0.14 ** 
Pell * Two or More -0.07 0.02 ** 
State grant * Asian American -0.15 0.03 *** 
State grant * Black 0.01 0.04 *** 
State grant * Latino 0.12 0.04  
State grant * Native American -0.34 0.27  
State grant * Pacific Islander -0.35 0.16 * 
State grant * Two or More -0.10 0.02 *** 
Econ. Dis. * Asian American -0.05 0.01 *** 
Econ. Dis. * Black 0.05 0.01 *** 
Econ. Dis. * Latino 0.04 0.01 *** 
Econ. Dis. * Native American 0.00 0.16  
Econ. Dis. * Pacific Islander 0.09 0.04 * 
Econ. Dis. * Two or More -0.06 0.01 *** 
HS GPA * Asian American -0.08 0.01 *** 
HS GPA * Black -0.15 0.02 *** 
HS GPA * Latino -0.10 0.02 *** 
HS GPA * Native American 0.14 0.17  
HS GPA * Pacific Islander -0.15 0.06 * 
HS GPA * Two or More 0.00 0.01  
Credit success rate * Asian American 0.18 0.01 *** 
Credit success rate * Black -0.04 0.02 ** 
Credit success rate * Latino -0.05 0.01 *** 
Credit success rate * Native American -0.22 0.24  
Credit success rate * Pacific Islander -0.1 0.05 * 
Credit success rate * Two or More 0.21 0.02 *** 
County (random effect) 0.01 0.00 *** 
High School (random effect) 0.01 0.00 *** 
 Note: Significance: ***p<0.001;  **p<0.01;  *p<0.05 
Categories in parentheses are reference groups for each dummy variable 

 Being economically disadvantaged also differentially influences transfer across racial 

groups. For Asian American and Two or More students, economic disadvantage decreases the 

effect of transfer, as compared to White students by approximately 5% each. For Black, Latino 

and Pacific Islander students, on the other hand, economic disadvantage has an increased effect 

on transfer compared to White students. Credit success rate (i.e. credits earned/credits attempted) 
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also has an increased effect on transfer, however, only for Asian American and Two or More 

students. The inverse is true for Black, Latino and Pacific Islander students for whom every unit 

increase in credit success represents a lower effect in transfer than White students. Finally, the 

interaction between racial groups and high school GPA reveals that a one unit increase in GPA 

has a lower effect on Asian American, Black, Latino and Pacific Islander students than White 

students. In the case of Black and Pacific Islander students, the one unit increase in GPA has a 

15% lower effect on the likelihood of transfer than for White students. 

 In terms of the random effects, the high school variation remains the same at 1% in 

explaining differentiation in transfer and county variation drops slightly to 1%. Even so, the 

random effects have predictive influence on transfer probabilities. 

 Turning to the transfer model by ethnicity, results show that there is less variation across 

groups. The interaction between Pell grant and ethnic group transfer is limited to Filipino and 

Vietnamese students. For Vietnamese students, however, the effect of having a Pell grant on 

transfer is 25% higher than for Chinese students. Recall that the effect of Pell on four-year 

enrollment is 6%, thus, the influence of Pell on the probability of transfer is more than four times 

as great. There is also a statistically significant interaction between credit success rate and the 

variation between ethnic group transfer. For each of the ethnic groups, there is a lessened effect 

on transfer, which is pronounced for Filipino and Vietnamese students for whom a one unit 

increase in credit success has an approximately 20% lower effect than for their Chinese peers. 

Table 12. Coefficients from Multilevel Mixed-Effects Linear Regression Predicting Transfer 
from Two-Year to Four-Year Institutions with Random Effects and Interaction Effects by 
Ethnicity (n=5,516) 
Variables Coefficient Std. Error Significance 
Ethnicity    
   Filipino -0.04 0.06  
   Korean 0.08 0.05  
   Vietnamese 0.01 0.05  
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Other Asian Ethnicity 0.03 0.04  
   (Chinese)    
Pell recipient 0.40 0.07 *** 
State grant recipient  0.16 0.07 * 
Economically disadvantaged -0.15 0.03 *** 
Resident of Washington State 0.16 0.01 *** 
Gender    
   Male 0.02 0.01 * 
   Two Gender 0.05 0.04  
   Unreported -0.24 0.10 ** 
   (Female)    
High school GPA 0.19 0.04 *** 
Credit success rate 0.44 0.03 *** 
Pell * Filipino 0.20 0.1 * 
Pell * Korean 0.06 0.1  
Pell * Vietnamese 0.25 0.11 ** 
Pell * Other Asian Ethnicity 0.12 0.09  
State grant * Filipino 0.09 0.1  
State grant * Korean 0.08 0.11  
State grant * Vietnamese -0.05 0.11  
State grant * Other Asian Ethnicity -0.01 0.09  
Econ. Dis. * Filipino 0.06 0.04  
Econ. Dis. * Korean 0.06 0.05  
Econ. Dis. * Vietnamese 0.03 0.04  
Econ. Dis. * Other Asian Ethnicity 0.03 0.04  
HS GPA * Filipino -0.07 0.05  
HS GPA * Korean -0.10 0.06  
HS GPA * Vietnamese -0.04 0.06  
HS GPA * Other Asian Ethnicity 0.03 0.05  
Credit success rate * Filipino -0.21 0.05 *** 
Credit success rate * Korean -0.19 0.05 *** 
Credit success rate * Vietnamese -0.20 0.05 *** 
Credit success rate * Other Asian Ethnicity -0.11 0.04 ** 
County (random effect) 0.00 0.00 *** 
High School (random effect) 0.01 0.00 *** 

Note: Significance: ***p<0.001;  **p<0.01;  *p<0.05 
Categories in parentheses are reference groups for each dummy variable 



 72 

 In the model, the variation in transfer between counties diminishes, however, the high 

school variation remains at 1%. This suggests that high school placement/enrollment may play a 

role in the transfer outcomes by ethnicity. 

Degree Attainment 
 
 In the final outcome of the postsecondary benchmark, degree attainment, the linear 

probability model reveals that there are few variables that explain the variation between racial 

group outcomes.  In fact, there are only three characteristics that are statistically significant in 

their interaction effects. The first is the relationship between state grants and Two or More 

students who enroll directly into a four-year institution, which shows that the effect of having a 

state grant on degree attainment is 5% higher for this student population than for direct to four-

year White students (Table 12). Also, related to Two or More students who enroll directly in a 

four-year, the effect of being economically disadvantaged is 20% higher than for economically 

disadvantaged White students. The final statistically significant interaction is between Asian 

American students and state residential status. For both overall degree attainment and for Asian 

Americans who transferred from a two-year institution, the effect of residential status on degree 

attainment is higher by 9% and 10%, respectively, than White students who are in-state 

residents. 

 Regarding degree attainment across ethnic subgroups, there are no significant interaction 

terms, which indicate the effect of variables on Filipino, Korean, Vietnamese and Other Asian 

American Ethnicity are approximately the same as on the degree attainment outcomes of the 

reference group (Chinese) (Appendix A).  
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Table 13. Coefficients from Multilevel Mixed-Effects Linear Regression Predicting Degree Attainment with Random Effects and 
Interaction Effects by Race 

 Overall (n=34,188)  
Direct to Four-Year 

(16,646)  
Transfer from Two-Year 

(17,542) 

Variables 
Coefficien

t 
Std. 

Error   Coefficient Std. Error   Coefficient Std. Error 
Race         
   Asian American -0.05 0.04  -0.11 0.07  0.00 0.05 
   Black 0.00 0.06  0.07 0.09  -0.03 0.08 
   Latino 0.44*** 0.03  0.50*** 0.04  0.14* 0.06 
   Native American 0.42 0.82  (omitted)  (omitted)  0.38 0.80 
   Pacific Islander 0.02 0.18  0.38 0.25  -0.10 0.35 
   Two or More 0.49*** 0.02  0.49*** 0.02  0.42*** 0.03 
   (White)         
Pell recipient 0.01 0.01  0.05*** 0.01  -0.01 0.01 
State grant recipient  0.06*** 0.01  0.00 0.01  0.10*** 0.01 
Economically disadvantaged -0.09 0.01  -0.29 0.02  -0.09 0.01 
Resident of Washington State -0.05 0.01  -0.06 0.02  -0.04 0.01 
Gender         
   Male .01** 0.00  0.01 0.01  0.01* 0.01 
   Two Gender .01** 0.02  0.03 0.04  0.00 0.02 
   Unreported 0.16 0.36  0.18 0.36  (omitted) (omitted) 
   (Female)         
High school GPA 0.10*** 0.01  0.11*** 0.01  0.10*** 0.01 
Credit success rate 1.30*** 0.01  1.32*** 0.02  1.25** 0.02 
State grant * Asian American -0.01 0.02  0.00 0.02  0.00 0.02 
State grant * Black 0.00 0.03  -0.02 0.05  0.02 0.04 
State grant * Latino -0.01 0.02  -0.03 0.03  0.05 0.03 
State grant * Native American 0.29 0.67  (omitted) (omitted)  0.25 0.66 
State grant * Pacific Islander -0.13 0.08  -0.23 0.10  0.09 0.15 
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State grant * Two or More -0.01 0.01  0.05** 0.02  -0.04 0.02 
Econ. Dis. * Asian American -0.01 0.02  -0.03 0.06  -0.01 0.02 
Econ. Dis. * Black 0.04 0.03  0.15* 0.07  0.03 0.04 
Econ. Dis. * Latino -0.05 0.02  0.11* 0.06  -0.05 0.03 
Econ. Dis. * Native American 0.12 0.46  (omitted) (omitted)  0.14 0.46 
Econ. Dis. * Pacific Islander 0.03 0.11  -0.07 0.18  0.06 0.18 
Econ. Dis. * Two or More -0.02 0.01  0.20*** 0.03  -0.01 0.02 
Resident * Asian American 0.09*** 0.02  0.05 0.03  0.10*** 0.03 
Resident * Black 0.01 0.04  -0.01 0.07  0.00 0.05 
Resident * Latino -0.05 0.03  -0.03 0.04  -0.13 0.05 
Resident * Native American -0.19 0.46  (omitted) (omitted)  -0.20 0.45 
Resident * Pacific Islander 0.07 0.11  0.21 0.17  0.23 0.24 
Resident * Two or More 0.02 0.02  0.01 0.02  -0.01 0.03 
HS GPA * Asian American -0.04 0.02  0.04 0.04  -0.07 0.02 
HS GPA * Black 0.01 0.04  0.03 0.06  -0.01 0.05 
HS GPA * Latino 0.01 0.03  0.02 0.05  0.01 0.04 
HS GPA * Native American 0.77 0.47  (omitted) (omitted)  0.79 0.46 
HS GPA * Pacific Islander 0.03 0.13  0.04 0.17  -0.16 0.24 
HS GPA * Two or More 0.03 0.02  0.00 0.02  0.00 0.02 
Credit success rate * Asian 
American 0.08 0.05  0.11 0.07  0.05 0.06 
Credit success rate * Black 0.00 0.06  -0.03 0.10  0.00 0.08 
Credit success rate * Latino -0.45 0.04  -0.52 0.05  -0.13 0.07 
Credit success rate * Native 
American -0.73 1.01  (omitted) (omitted)  -0.69 1.00 
Credit success rate * Pacific Islander -0.16 0.21  -0.48 0.29  -0.10 0.37 
Credit success rate * Two or More -0.44 0.02   -0.40 0.03   -0.41 0.03 
County (random effect) 0.00*** 0.00   0.00*** 0.00   0.00*** 0.00 
High School (random effect) 0.00*** 0.00   0.00*** 0.00   0.00*** 0.00 

Note: Significance: ***p<0.001;  **p<0.01;  *p<0.05; Categories in parentheses are reference groups for each dummy variable 
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Chapter 5: Discussion & Conclusion 

 The following chapter situates the study’s findings within the context of past scholarly 

research, discussing its contributions to enrollment, persistence and attainment literature and 

affirming its response to the research questions. Additionally, it offers a discussion on how this 

study can illuminate the field’s understanding of the educational pipeline. Next, the discussion 

will turn to the study’s theoretical contribution to understanding and researching race and racial 

inequality. Finally, it concludes with implications for policy, practice, and directions for future 

research. 

Enrollment 

 The study’s findings on postsecondary enrollment – two-year versus four-year as the first 

institution of enrollment – confirm past research that demonstrates the racial stratification of 

college access. Aligning with NCES’ (Ross, et al., 2012) findings, Asian American and White 

racial groups are more likely to begin their postsecondary pathway at a four-year college or 

university. In fact, Asian Americans in the study have the highest proportion of students enter 

college on a four-year track among monoracial students, and their enrollment nearly doubles 

Black four-year enrollment and more than doubles that of Latinos. Asian Americans and White 

students, however, fall far behind the high proportion of four-year enrollment within the Two or 

More racial category, of which nearly 50% start at a four-year college or university – a 

proportion that more than doubles Asian Americans. Although Two or More races within the 

NCES study also demonstrated high four-year enrollment, the difference comparative to other 

racial groups is not nearly as significant, pointing to an area for future investigation.  

Another surprising finding emerges for Pacific Islanders in Washington State who have 

nearly the same proportion of their population enroll directly into a four-year institution as their 
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Asian American peers. Even more markedly, the proportion of direct to four-year Pacific 

Islander students is greater than that of the White racial group. Although this may point to the 

state’s responsiveness to the migration and subsequent concentration of Pacific Islanders in the 

Pacific Northwest, particularly in South Seattle, the sample size (n=363) is a matter that should 

be taken into account.  In fact, the sample size of Pacific Islanders was noted in the NCES study 

and thus, unreported for four-year enrollment outcomes as it may have skewed the results. To 

this point, former studies on the Pacific Islander population in Washington State (CARE, 2015; 

Takeuchi et al., 2008) have established that this racial group continues to face great barriers in 

their educational pathways, and are among the communities who are most underrepresented in 

academic success. As such, this contradictory finding is an area that warrants further 

investigation within the state for the purposes of 1) determining if the sample size confounded 

the finding, and 2) detecting if there are effective strategies and interventions that the state has 

employed to support the success of Pacific Islander students.  

Moving to the factors that influence four-year enrollment, the Pell Grant was a factor that 

had an effect in the enrollment outcome of nearly all racial groups. Aligning with Perna’s (2000) 

findings in her study on college enrollment, mitigating costs can influence Black student 

enrollment. Although the former study used a broader definition of financial aid, inclusive of any 

type of grants or loans, the receipt of Pell in this study similarly increased the effect of the four-

year enrollment of Black students 10% more than their White peers. The effect of Pell is even 

greater among Latino and Pacific Islander students. Contradictory to the findings of Hansen 

(1983) and Kane (1995) who found no effect of the Pell Grant program on college enrollment, 

this study asserts that the interaction effect between four-year enrollment and Pell was 

insignificant only for Native American students (this may be attributed to sample size). As Rubin 
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(2011) points out, however, the precise detection of the effect of the Pell Grant is difficult to 

assess given the lack of clarity about Pell-eligibility. This point must be acknowledged within 

my study’s sample, as it includes students who enrolled in postsecondary education in 2008, as 

opposed to the 2008 cohort who was eligible to enroll in college (e.g. all high school graduates). 

As such, the sample of students may inherit characteristics that confound the effect of Pell on 

enrollment, such as the cultural capital to apply for the Pell Grant program through the Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).  

That point granted, it does not necessarily imply that there are no Pell effects on college 

enrollment. It does highlight the need for greater examination of the nature of the Pell Grant and 

the effect on various populations of students. For example, Rubin (2011) suggests that given the 

reduction in Pell Grant aid, there is greater unmet need for covering postsecondary tuition and 

fees. As such, the Pell amounts being rewarded may be too small to make a difference, 

particularly when analyzing large swaths of college populations, as the former studies have done. 

As such, there is some merit in more closely examining the differences in Pell effects through 

different configurations of the postsecondary population. In a study of the financial aid 

borrowing patterns of first-generation and non-first-generation students, for example, Furquim et 

al. (2017) find that first-generation students are more likely to apply for, borrow, and take out 

larger loans. While college enrollment is beyond the scope of the study’s findings, Furquim et al. 

importantly highlight the variation in financial aid patterns across student groups.  

In the same way, the findings from my study exemplify that the Pell Grant not only has 

an effect on the enrollment of students, but that it impacts students from various racial groups 

differentially. The extent to which Pell has an effect on four-year enrollment, is an opportunity 

for further investigation. The rationale for why Pell influences Asian American enrollment 
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positively, yet 4% less than White students, may be associated with several factors including the 

amount of the grant aid, and the socioeconomic status of the student (Rubin, 2011). The findings 

from this study can confirm that there is a differential effect across racial groups when it comes 

to Pell Grants, and leaves open the opportunity for exploring this correlation further.  

There is some concern about the effect of Pell on educational outcomes that should be 

acknowledged, which includes the timing of distribution of federal loans. It is cause for concern, 

for example, that the Pell may be distributed after enrollment, thus the effect of Pell may not be 

directly correlated to the college choice process. Although the dataset does not track time of 

distribution or FAFSA filing, there is something to be said about the influence of financial aid, 

overall, on the enrollment patterns of students. In the study of Asian American GMS scholars, 

for example, nearly 85% of recipients reported that the scholarship was “critical to their access to 

and persistence through college” (Hune & Gomez, 2008, p. 86). The GMS scholarship, however, 

covers the entire cost of college tuition and fees and mitigates the concern of cost almost 

entirely. This reaffirms the need to further investigate the extent to which Pell tangibly plays a 

role in closing the financial need gap that low-income Asian American students face, and to take 

the finding on Pell with caution. 

To the point of socioeconomic status, there is also a differential impact of economic 

disadvantage status on college enrollment; however, only statistically so for Asian American and 

Two or More students. While the effect of being economically disadvantaged decreases the 

likelihood of four-year enrollment by 12% across all groups, this status decreases 5% further for 

Asian Americans. Recall that the aggregated Asian American racial group has the lowest 

proportion of students considered economically disadvantaged at 18.3%. As such, this key 

finding suggests that among students who are economically disadvantaged, there is a significant, 
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negative influence on their enrollment outcome and that those students are at risk of being 

overlooked due to their small proportion in the overall racial group. The oversight of the 

outcomes of low-income Asian Americans has been established in the exclusion of Asian 

Americans in access-related literature (Beattie, 2002; Perna, 2000).  

In the few studies that do examine the differential outcomes in enrollment pathways 

among Asian Americans, socioeconomic (Lew, Chang & Wang, 2005) and financial 

vulnerability (CARE, 2015b) status emerge as significant factors. Aligning with those results, the 

findings of this study confirm that economic disadvantage does influence the outcome of 

enrollment. While this racial groups boasts one of the highest proportions of four-year 

enrollment with nearly 20% of their population going directly into a four-year institution, the 

effect of economic disadvantage reduces Asian American enrollment by 17%, which is 5% more 

than their other racial peers. As such, my study asserts that for Asian Americans, in particular, 

economic disadvantage is a more significant barrier in their entry to postsecondary education 

than for other racial groups.  

Additionally, in the State of Washington, the largest concentration of Asian Americans in 

the 2008-2009 fall cohort (aligning with the start year of the dataset) were found at the 

University of Washington (UW), which is both the state flagship institution and its most 

selective. At UW, Asian Americans made up nearly a quarter of the undergraduate enrollment at 

24.2% (IPEDS, 2009). Conversely, Asian Americans made up less than 9% of the enrollment in 

the remaining five four-year universities, with the proportion at Eastern Washington University 

and Central Washington University as low as 3% and 4%, respectively. This indicates that Asian 

Americans who are enrolling on the four-year pathway are largely entering the most competitive 

institution. At the same time, over 11% of the student populations at the three community 
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colleges in the city of Seattle – Seattle Central, North Seattle, and South Seattle – were Asian 

American. This indicates that there is a severe stratification within the racial group that puts 

some students on not only the four-year pathway, but the most prestigious route, and others on a 

track that is plagued by educational barriers. The forces at play that divide these groups into two 

distinct pathways are likely to be associated with economic status, as this study finds, which 

includes a whole host of structural barriers such as neighborhood segregation (Palardy, 2013), 

reduced access to preparatory resources (Teranishi et al., 2004), enrollment in under-resourced 

schools (Yeh, 2002), and greater demands to work to contribute to family income (CARE, 2015). 

All of these factors require further investigation and the findings of this study demonstrate the 

extent to which economic disadvantage, which compounds the barriers low-income students 

face, is masked by misleading conclusions about the Asian American racial group.  

Looking further into Asian American enrollment, the study finds that there are also 

differential effects on enrollment outcomes by ethnicity. Those differences can be viewed 

descriptively, as Chinese and Korean four-year enrollment more than double that of Vietnamese 

students (10.7%). Filipino students fall between, with 16.7% of their population enrolling 

directly into a four-year college or university. As is the case with the racial group analysis, Pell 

Grant plays an important influencing role in the enrollment of various ethnic groups. While the 

effect of receiving a Pell Grant increases the four-year enrollment of all ethnic groups, the effect 

is greater for Filipino, Korean and Vietnamese students than their Chinese peers (reference 

group); the greatest of which is for Korean students for whom the effect of Pell increases four-

year enrollment by 10% more than for Chinese students with Pell.  

The fact that Korean students have the lowest proportion of students considered 

economically disadvantaged among ethnic peers, yet have the greatest effect in their Pell Grant 
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aid on college enrollment may be suggestive of a couple possibilities. As Teranishi et al. (2004) 

point out in their study of college choice, Korean Americans have the highest rates of taking 

SAT preparation courses and were second only to Chinese students in applying for more than 

five colleges or universities; both of which point to the levels of social capital among Korean 

students. Additionally, Korean students had the second lowest rates of financial concern when it 

came to college choice. As such, the findings in this study suggest that the Pell-recipients within 

the Korean American ethnic group could be reflective of a skewed population inheriting the 

capital to 1) know to apply for FAFSA, 2) better prepare to navigate the college enrollment 

process, and 3) would have likely enrolled in a four-year institution regardless of the Pell Grant. 

This rationale helps to explain why despite having the lowest proportion of economically 

disadvantaged students, Korean students have the second highest rates of Pell Grant recipients, 

and the highest rates of four-year enrollment. On the other hand, Vietnamese students who are 

nearly three times as likely as Korean students to be economically disadvantaged, are only about 

8% more likely to receive a Pell Grant. Again, this may be suggestive of the lack of financial aid 

resources and structural support (e.g. high school resources) available to Southeast Asian 

students, leading to higher rates of two-year enrollment due to financial concerns (Teranishi et 

al., 2004).  

The scope of the study could not make these claims conclusively; however, it is a matter 

that should be further investigated and would be an equally thought-provoking line of inquiry for 

Filipino and Chinese students. Put together, the interaction effects between Pell Grant and 

enrollment suggest that there is variation in the extent to which this form of federal aid 

influences the college pathway different ethnic groups take and point to the need to further 

cultivate students’ access to financial aid resources and knowledge.  
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In addition to the Pell Grant, two other variables emerged as statistically significant in the 

model for college enrollment. First, for Filipino students, being economically disadvantaged is 

associated with a positive effect in four-year enrollment, increasing the likelihood of that 

pathway 7% more than for economically disadvantaged Chinese students. While this may seem 

counterintuitive, there is a limitation in the data to identifying the extent to which a student is 

economically disadvantaged thereby constraining the study’s ability to understand this outcome. 

For Chinese students, the impact of economic disadvantage may vary very widely, given the 

ethnic group’s immigration and social class heterogeneity. Past studies have found that the 

differences among social class strata play a central role in educational performance of Chinese 

students (Louie, 2001). As such, it is possible that the economically disadvantaged Chinese 

students in this sample face a gap in unmet need that cannot be mitigated by Pell to the extent 

that it can for their Filipino peers. This finding suggests that there is a greater need to examine 

the social class stratification within ethnic groups, which could be best supported with more 

specific data on household income, parental contribution, amount of financial aid received, 

among other social class factors. 

The final significant interaction in the four-year enrollment outcome is between 

Vietnamese students and high school GPA. The finding reveals that for every unit increase in 

high school GPA, Vietnamese students start at a four-year university 10% less than Chinese 

students. This finding suggests that while Vietnamese students can make gains in high school 

GPA, those increases will not result in an equalizing effect in the enrollment outcome with 

Chinese peers. In a study of social class differences in college pathways, Goldrick-Rab (2006) 

suggests that while high school factors can explain some of the difference in enrollment, it does 

not account for all the variation. In her study, socioeconomic status explained the difference; 
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however, there is no significant difference in the enrollment outcome between economically 

disadvantaged Chinese and Vietnamese students. To examine this finding further, predictive 

probabilities conditional on high school GPA level was constructed. These probabilities 

demonstrate that as high school GPA increases for a common profile of students, Vietnamese 

student enrollment in four-year also increases. The profile used for these probability models 

include students who are considered economically disadvantaged, but the same result is true for 

students who are not considered economically disadvantaged within these two ethnic groups.  

As such, there is likely a factor that is not included in the model that correlates to the 

difference in four-year enrollment between these two groups. One possible explanation lies in 

Teranishi et al.’s (2004) findings about the financial concerns exhibited by Southeast Asian 

students. In other words, perhaps Vietnamese students who are earning high school GPAs on par 

with their Chinese peers are choosing to enroll in a community college student due to cost. This 

would be counter to the undermatching scholarship that has found that Asian American students 

undermatch at lower rates than their peers (Belasco & Trivette, 2015; Smith, Pender & Howell, 

2013), and it would also highlight the extent to which literature on Asian American outcomes 

discounts the individual experiences and pathways of various subgroups. This is certainly a 

future possibility for research intended to better understand the ethnic stratification of 

postsecondary outcomes.  

Finally, the enrollment models by both race and ethnicity reveal that there is a variation 

in the high school and county random effects. The variance, which is slightly larger in the 

ethnicity model, is indicative of the predictive influence of high school attended or county 

resided on the enrollment outcome. Although slight, this finding confirms the pivotal role 

students’ environments can play in college outcomes. As Perna and Titus (2005) conclude in 
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their study on racial and ethnic group differences in enrollment premised on parental 

involvement and school structure, “regardless of an individual students’ social, economic, 

cultural, and human capital […] the likelihood of enrolling in a 2-year or 4-year college after 

graduating high school appears to be related to the volume of resources that may be accessed 

through social networks at the school attended” (p. 509). Additionally, the significant results in 

the variation by county align with scholarship that suggests school and neighborhood segregation 

influences student outcomes (Massey et al., 2011; Palardy, 2013). It extends further to suggest 

that these matters influence Asian American students, who have traditionally been absent from 

studies on segregation. Given the nature of ethnic subgroups to live in ethnic enclaves (Lee & 

Zhou, 2015), this finding is one that warrants further investigation. Although there were no 

additional factors that could better explain the high school and county variation within this 

sample, this finding clearly provides occasion to explore how segregation may play a role in the 

college enrollment of different Asian American ethnic subgroups. 

Put together, the findings on postsecondary enrollment confirm the racial and ethnic 

stratification that past scholarship has established, contributing insight on the factors that play a 

role in direct to four-year enrollment. Furthermore, it extends the body of literature on college 

enrollment by contesting the way in which Asian Americans are typically viewed in the success 

framing – one of universal and unparalleled achievement. These results, for example, point to the 

magnified barrier economic disadvantage has on the Asian American racial group, as compared 

to other peers. Additionally, the study offers that there is far greater complexity within the Asian 

American racial group than what can be seen by simply disaggregating by ethnic subgroup. In 

fact, the findings which include: 1) the correlation between the effect of Pell Grant and Korean 

students, 2) economic disadvantage and Filipino students, and 3) high school GPA and 
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Vietnamese students highlight the great complexity experienced by different ethnicities in their 

postsecondary pathways and the need for more deeply examining the intersectional factors that 

could not be captured in this study, including generational status, varying social class strata, and 

perceptions of college choice.  

Persistence 

 Across racial groups, the variation in rates of transfer is marked with between 30-50% of 

White, Asian American and Two or More students transitioning from a two-year to a four-year 

college. That same outcome is only true of approximately 10% of Black and Latino students, 

confirming past scholarship’s findings on the lower rates of transfer among students of color 

(Dowd, Cheslock & Melguizo, 2008; Nettles & Millet, 2000), despite their much higher rates of 

starting in a two-year college. Aligned with past research on the influence of financial aid on 

persistence (Cabrera et al., 1993; Crisp & Nora, 2009; Logerbeam et al., 2004; Nora, 1990), the 

study reveals that the effect of Pell Grants significantly plays a role in Black, Latino, Pacific 

Islander and Two or More transfer. There is also an effect on transfer based on the receipt of 

state grants for Asian American, Black, Pacific Islander and Two or More students. Different 

from the body of literature on persistence, however, the interactions in this outcome were related 

directly to the two-year to four-year transition, as opposed to the year-by-year persistence, 

typically modeled by the first- to second-year retention. While both forms of aid have an effect 

on the increase in rates of transfer among Black students, as compared to White peers with those 

same forms of aid, Pacific Islanders benefit from the Pell Grant, yet see a negative effect with the 

state grant.  Again, this points to the need to more deeply examine the extent to which this aid 

mitigates college cost (Rubin, 2011). 
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In terms of transfer, economic disadvantage plays a much more influential role than for 

enrollment, with statistically significant effects for all racial groups except Native Americans. 

Although these findings confirm Peng’s (1978) results that socioeconomic status is correlated to 

transfer, the relationship is not one-direction for all groups. While economic disadvantage 

decreases the effect of transfer for Asian American and Two or More students, the inverse is true 

for Black, Latino and Pacific Islander students, as compared to White students who are 

economically disadvantaged. In other words, controlling for socioeconomic status, the latter 

groups of students fare well in the transfer outcome.  

For Asian American students, however, the study reveals that the status of economic 

disadvantage is an even greater obstacle than for other students, as they face a 5% decrease in the 

effect of transfer. This reflects the same conclusion made of the effect of economic disadvantage 

on four-year enrollment and reaffirms the needs to investigate the extent to which economically 

disadvantaged students are hindered in their success, yet entirely overlooked due to the small 

overall proportion of economic disadvantage within the Asian American racial group. These 

findings jointly confirm that there is a relationship between Asian American students who are 

considered economically disadvantaged and their postsecondary outcomes and, that those 

relationships are negative in nature. Although it could be stated prior to this study that there is a 

need to examine the differential socioeconomic circumstances within racial groups, as some 

studies have done (CARE, 2013; CARE, 2015) these findings assert that such exploration not 

just benefit the discussion of within group heterogeneity, but push disaggregated data to pinpoint 

exactly how and where socioeconomic status diminishes success for Asian American students. 

Another profound finding is related to the decreased effect in Asian American transfer 

with every one-unit increase in high school GPA, as compared to White students with the same 
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unit increase in GPA. This indicates that although Asian American students have higher 

proportions of college transfer than White peers, the differences in their rate of transfer is not 

explained entirely by high school GPA. The scholarship of Lee and Frank (1990) offer some 

insight, as they suggest high school behaviors beyond GPA are important to account for in 

examining the influence of high school characteristics on outcomes. These factors, they offer, 

may include academic orientation in high school, attending a private school, and having parents 

who are actively involved in their academic endeavors (p. 184). Additionally, there are structural 

factors beyond the personal behaviors or capital of students that must be considered as it pertains 

to the influence of high school preparation on college outcomes including access to counseling 

(Perna et al., 2008) and having to work due to socioeconomic status (Walpole, 2003). As such, 

although Asian Americans as a racial group are typically characterized by strong high school 

GPAs, they may not be situated within neighborhood or school contexts that support their 

preparation for postsecondary education, or transmit the knowledge that is typically associated 

with success in transfer.  

Inverse to the effect of high school GPA, there is a significant positive effect of credit 

success rate (credits earned/credits attempted) on Asian American transfer, as compared to every 

unit increase in credit success among White students. This relationship may be explained by 

Roksa and Calcagno’s (2008) findings, which report that the credit accumulation has a stronger 

effect on transfer for students who are academically unprepared for college-level work than for 

college-ready students. This line of reasoning would affirm the former high school GPA 

rationale, asserting that the differences in the navigational capital needed to succeed in college 

could help to explain the variation between Asian American and White students. This 

explanation is supported by the work of CARE (2014), who offer that Asian American students 
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who enroll in community colleges may enter with less academic preparation than their four-year 

counterparts.  

Credit success rate also emerges as a significant effect on transfer in the ethnicity model. 

In fact, credit success rate is associated with a decreased effect in two- to four-year transfer for 

all ethnic groups – Filipino, Korean, Vietnamese and Other Asian Ethnicity – as compared to 

Chinese students. While the overall impact is still positive for all groups, the association is much 

less so for groups other than Chinese. Furthermore, the Chinese American relationship between 

credit success and transfer is more representative of the effect of credit success on transfer for the 

overall Asian American racial group. This may be one example of how the academic outcomes 

of one ethnic group supersede the variations experienced by other subgroups, which have been 

asserted by racial heterogeneity scholars calling for the use of disaggregated data (CARE, 2013; 

Hune & Chan, 1997).  

In addition to credit success rate, the effect of the Pell Grant has a significant impact on 

the likelihood of transfer for Filipino and Vietnamese students. The effect of the Pell Grant was 

also significant for these two groups in college enrollment; however, the effect jumps 

exponentially when it comes to the impact on transfer. In fact, Filipino and Vietnamese students 

with Pell are 20% and 25% more likely to transfer than Chinese students with Pell. I offer two 

possible explanations for this phenomenon. First, the sample of students has changed, as the 

students in the two-year track are likely to be characteristically different than that of the whole 

sample for the enrollment analysis. As such, this population may be more vulnerable to the 

influence of Pell, particularly as two-year colleges cost less than four-years and the amount of 

unmet need may be reduced. Therefore, the Pell Grant may hold a greater influence at this phase 

of the postsecondary pipeline. Second, following an earlier line of reasoning that Vietnamese 
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students who share similar high school GPAs with their Chinese peers may be choosing to attend 

community college to mitigate cost, the effect of the Pell Grant would be associated with 

students who are already characterized by the plan to transfer and are thereby, more likely to 

transfer than Chinese peers who may not have envisioned that same pathway. Both of these 

theories would require further analysis to confirm. 

Related to the high school and county random effects, the variation diminishes, as 

compared to college enrollment pathways. There is still an influencing role based on high school 

attended and county resided in the likelihood of transfer, however, to a lesser extent with only 

1% in variation. This may suggest that as students move through the postsecondary pipeline, 

there is a diminished influence of environmental segregation on outcomes, which contradict 

scholarship that has associated segregation with degree attainment (Massey et al., 2011; Palardy, 

2013).  

In combination, the findings on transfer offers new insight into the factors that influence 

the stratification of transfer rates by racial and ethnic groups. Given the dearth of literature on 

transfer, particularly as it relates to Asian Americans, this study advances the notion that Asian 

American success is anything but universal and in fact, students who start at a community 

college have very different experiences than not just their four-year counterparts, but from one 

another. The findings magnify the need to further explore the variations in socioeconomic status 

within group, which emerged again in the transfer outcome. Additionally, the results suggest that 

there is much more to be understood in terms of Asian American navigational capital and overall 

academic preparation for college. Finally, the study affirms that there are, in fact, ethnic group 

differences in transfer, which is an area of research that has been largely understudied.  

Attainment 
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 As the sample moves into the final outcome model, degree attainment, the factors that 

have a significant effect on the outcome are dramatically reduced.  In fact, there are only three 

interaction effects in the racial group models that are significant, as revealed by the results. Of 

those results, two are related to the positive effect residential status has on Asian American 

degree attainment, among the overall population and the population who transferred from a two-

year to a four-year. In this model, residential status was included as a student background 

characteristic, however, it also has important implications for cost, as it implies in-state versus 

out-of-state tuition. Although Asian Americans as a racial group are the least proportionately 

economically disadvantaged, the earlier results indicate that among those who are economically 

disadvantaged, there are great barriers to success. Perhaps the in-state tuition plays a key role for 

that population of students who make it to this point in the postsecondary pipeline, despite the 

great barriers they face in enrollment and transfer. This is a matter that warrants further 

investigation.  

 For the degree attainment models examining variations in ethnicity, there are no 

significant interaction terms. As such, it is reasonable to believe that the effects of variables on 

Filipino, Korean, and Vietnamese and Other Asian American Ethnicity are approximately the 

same as the effect on degree attainment outcomes of Chinese students (reference group). 

Although past scholarship on degree attainment have pointed to a wide array of factors 

explaining differences in racial group outcomes (Allen, 1992; Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013; Kao 

& Thompson, 2003; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1997; Rendon, 1994), there are no significant 

interactions in both the racial and ethnic group models once the sample has reached this outcome 

in the postsecondary pipeline. This may be suggestive of the fact that the students who persist to 
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this point become characteristically similar and is supported by the evidence that the variation in 

high school and county is entirely mitigated at this point in the postsecondary pipeline.  

This finding also highlights the need to explicitly examine where students drop off the 

pipeline before the measure of degree attainment.  

Postsecondary Pipeline 

 One way through which to track the progress of students is to more visually examine 

their patterns of enrollment, transfer and attainment. Figure 2 demonstrates this visual 

representation for the Asian American racial group, where the purple figures represent four-year 

enrollment and the remaining figures represent two-year enrollment. Of those students who 

enrolled into the two-year pathway, the blue figures indicate those who transfer from the two-

year to four-year and the figures with the dark orange heads represent those who earn a 

bachelor’s degree. 

Figure 2. Cohort Model of Asian American Postsecondary Pipeline  

 

The Asian American model is used as the basis from which to examine the variation in 

postsecondary trajectories of different ethnic subgroups. Compared to the total Asian American 

population, for example, Chinese Americans have a higher rate of four-year enrollment, a higher 
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rate of transfer, as well as higher rates of degree attainment among both the direct to four-year 

and the transfer from two-year to four-year groups (Figure 3). Overall, the postsecondary 

pipeline outcomes of Chinese American students are relatively better than those of the Asian 

American population as a whole.  

Figure 3. Cohort Model of Chinese American Postsecondary Pipeline 

 

The enrollment in the four-year pathway is even greater for Korean American students 

than for Chinese students, as is the degree attainment rates among that population of Korean 

students (Figure 4). The rates of transfer among Korean students who enroll in the two-year 

track, however, are lower than for Chinese students, as is the proportion of those students who 

earn a bachelor’s degree. Even so, for both the Chinese and Korean student populations, the rate 

of degree attainment among students who transfer is greater than among the direct to four-year 

students. Remarkably, this is true for all racial and ethnic groups in the study, suggesting that 

once students arrive at the four-year, regardless of the pathway, the likelihood of bachelor’s 

degree attainment is relatively and universally high (over 65%). For Korean American students, 

specifically, this model suggests that the greatest drop off in student progression in the pipeline 

lies in transition from two-year to four-year. In fact, less than a third of the students who start in 
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a two-year end up transferring to a four-year – a point of transition that is a significant barrier for 

Korean students. 

Figure 4: Cohort Model of Korean American Postsecondary Pipeline 

 
 
 Conversely, the transfer benchmark represents the point in which Vietnamese students 

begin closing the gap on Korean students (Figure 5). Although Vietnamese students start the 

pipeline with nearly 20% more of their population beginning on the two-year track than Korean 

students, those students have higher rates of transfer from the two-year to four-year. That cohort 

also goes on to earn bachelor’s degrees after transferring at a higher rate than their Korean peers. 

This is also true when comparing direct to four-year students from both ethnic groups. 

Furthermore, the proportion of Vietnamese transfer students who earn a degree (84.9%), 

outperforms the proportion of direct to four-year Chinese students (83.5%), indicating the 

barriers traditionally related to two-year start may not hinder Vietnamese students as greatly as 

other groups. Although Chinese American students represent the most consistency in their 

outcomes, topping the performance rates for nearly every outcome, Vietnamese students begin to 

make serious gains throughout the pipeline, nearly closing the attainment Chinese-Vietnamese 

gap in the final outcome measure. 
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Figure 5. Cohort Model of Vietnamese American Postsecondary Pipeline 

 

Considering that Vietnamese students have the highest proportion of economically 

disadvantaged in their ethnic group, their persistence throughout the pipeline is remarkable. The 

findings in this study align well with the work of Lee and Zhou (2015), who ascertain that 1.5 

and second-generation Vietnamese success converges with those of Chinese despite their more 

recent immigration history for a few reasons: 1) a notion they term “high selectivity”, which 

refers to the above average educational attainment rate of the immigrant group, as compared to 

the rate of educational attainment in the host country (i.e. Vietnam), which indicate a biased 

sample of Vietnamese individuals who migrate to the U.S., 2) the possession of a success frame 

that is earmarked by straight A’s, the expectation to attend a prestigious university and acquire a 

high-paying job, and 3) the support of ethnic enclaves that develop opportunities for supporting 

student success. While my study cannot control for generational status, the findings of Lee and 

Zhou provide compelling insight on why socioeconomic status does not define the educational 

success of Vietnamese students.  

Adding to and pushing back on their conclusions about college enrollment, my findings 

on four-year enrollment, after controlling for high school GPA, reveal that Vietnamese students 
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who are on par with their Chinese peers are enrolling in two-year institutions at greater rates. 

Although this could be associated with other factors, it is also possible that given their high rates 

of economic disadvantage, and the former research on the financial concerns of Southeast Asian 

students (Teranishi et al., 2004), that Vietnamese students’ success frame is not necessarily 

predicated on enrollment in a prestigious four-year, rather it is founded on graduation from a 

four-year that leads to a high-paying job. Although there is little in the form of past research that 

could support this premise, it is an interesting direction for future research that would shed a 

great deal of light on the variation in pipeline outcomes of different ethnic groups.  

The findings in this study offer a foundational perspective from which to build future 

lines of inquiry of that type. In fact, these cohort models tracking ethnic subgroups through the 

postsecondary pipeline represent the first attempt to accurately track persistence and educational 

outcomes for Asian American subgroups.  

 

Theoretical Contribution 

 The findings from this study are supported by and contribute to racial formation theory in 

three ways. First, the most obvious contribution is that of confirming the defense of ethnicity as a 

social construct, as opposed to earlier definitions of ethnicity as a cultural orientation. The 

random effects are useful in demonstrating this point, as the effect of high school and county in 

the variation of ethnic outcomes by enrollment and transfer are related to the structural matter of 

segregation. Language, nationality and religion aside, ethnic groups, like racial groups, are 

linked to structural formation of inequality, such as segregation. This also emerges in the 

findings related to interaction effects with economic disadvantage. While decades of scholarship 

have descriptively demonstrated the variation in socioeconomic status within the Asian 
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American population, the conflation of subgroups into the universal Asian American category 

have inhibited the possibility that socioeconomic status may differentially impact various ethnic 

subgroups and thus, require greater consideration of the distribution of resources. As Omi and 

Winant (1994) suggest, there is a “subtly racist element in this substitution” and the findings in 

the study confirm that the resistance to using data in a disaggregated manner is, although 

possibly unintentional, “a racially based process” (p. 22-23).  

 Second, the findings confirm Omi and Winant’s advancements in the maintenance of 

stratification and inequality through resource allocation. This point is made by the differential 

impact of Pell and state grants across racial and ethnic groups. Given the relationship between 

financial aid and unmet need, the disparate rates of economic disadvantage highlight the 

structural component of maintaining unequal rates of educational success. In other words, the 

limited distribution of these resources will not be an equalizing effect on the depth of inequality 

facing low-income students. It is further affirmed by the fact that this economic disadvantage is 

almost entirely unseen within the Asian American racial group, yet plays an amplified and 

negative role in the enrollment and transfer outcomes. By exposing these findings, and the 

differential effects of Pell and state grants on ethnic subgroups, the repositioning of 

categorization can challenge the structural maintenance of inequality by pointing out where 

resource allocation fails, and where resources have not been allocated. The direct relationship 

between race, ethnicity and limitations on resources is the most persistent form of inequality and 

highlights the area most needing further investigation.  

Finally, while the social construction of race is often cited, it is difficult to re-imagine 

categorizations of long-standing groupings. The use of ethnicity in this study affirms that race is, 

in fact, socially constructed and that it is possible to stretch the boundaries of how groups are 
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understood and associated with one another. In so doing, it is possible to reveal hidden 

configurations of inequality that are subtly ignored by dominant hierarchies. To this point, the 

study demonstrates that there is a great deal that is left invisible when Asian Americans are 

perpetually positioned as a group that is characterized by universal success. By shifting the way 

in which individuals within this group are positioned in relation to one another, disparities are 

exposed and a re-imagining of racial hierarchies and racial inequality avails itself. This study 

joins a small body of literature that participates in the “racial ‘reconstruction’ of everyday life” 

(Omi & Winant, 2012) for the production of greater racial equality. 

 

Implications 

  Returning to the study’s research question, “How does complicating the Asian American 

race category, through the examination of ethnicity change, change the outcome of educational 

“success” for Asian Americans?”, it becomes clear that the way the relationship between race 

and educational success is currently viewed, studied, and understood is problematic. This study 

demonstrates that to overcome educational inequality, there must be a much deeper investigation, 

which requires the questioning of assumptions related to both race and educational success. 

Considering the contemporary legislation, and ensuing debates, on Asian American data 

disaggregation, the need to point out the ways in which individuals within the racial group 

diverge and converge has never been more urgent.  

 Regarding divergence, the findings from this study affirm that there is, in fact, immense 

variation across ethnic subgroup by postsecondary pathway, by educational outcome, and also, 

by the factors that influence both. The high rates of Korean American enrollment into four-year 

universities, as compared to the large proportion of Vietnamese Americans starting on the 
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community track, for example, demonstrates within group variance. In addition to varying 

outcomes in their pathways, the findings suggest that the factors that influence the college choice 

of ethnic subgroups, such as Vietnamese, may not coincide with the variables that typically 

predict access. In this case, for example, high school GPA does not predict Vietnamese student 

enrollment. In fact, counter to former research, the findings reveal that as high school GPA 

increases, Vietnamese students become less likely to enroll in a four-year university. The 

divergent ethnic group results establish that the refusal to use disaggregated data means the 

acceptance of rendering entire populations invisible. In no other way than to collect and use 

disaggregated data can the academic inequality faced by Asian American subgroups be revealed. 

Until the examination of racial heterogeneity becomes common practice, inequality will continue 

to be hidden within aggregated racial categories.  

 In addition to the value of highlighting within group diversity, there is a less obvious, but 

equally important contribution this study makes to the significance of the ways in which Asian 

Americans converge as a collective racial group. The finding related to the economic 

disadvantage, for example, highlights that as an aggregate population, being low-income equates 

to a particularly pronounced disadvantage in enrollment and transfer for Asian Americans – one 

that is more distinctly negative than any other group. Holding for socioeconomic income, the 

study also reveals that when it comes to transfer, earning high school GPAs comparable to White 

peers does not translate into academic success for those aiming to move into a four-year. Put 

together, the results demonstrate that despite the perception of Asian American success, and also 

the actual achievement of particular Asian American students, the racial group continues to face 

forms of shared discrimination, and thus shared group interests. 
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 To address the structural forms of discrimination that serve as barriers to achieving 

educational equity for Asian Americans, this study points out that context matters for 

understanding the ways in which that inequality is maintained and perpetuated. This point is 

affirmed by the findings on the significance of random effects, demonstrating that there is 

variation in outcomes as conditioned by high school and county. Counter to common belief then, 

Asian Americans have not escaped the barriers related to residential segregation. Thus, the 

question becomes: what factors that are not included in this study are contributing to Asian 

American discrimination, and thus stratification? The need to ask this question undergirds the 

broader point that being Asian American, despite perceived or actualized success, does not 

equate to being free of structural discrimination. As such, we must delve into the context that 

reveals inequality within the group to capture what that discrimination looks like.  

Thus, whether Asian American subgroups feel well represented by the dominant racial 

hierarchy or not, there is an immediate need to challenge misconceptions about how the 

invisibility of some may be part and parcel of the discrimination faced by all. Only when a 

puzzle has all its pieces in place can a true rendering of the stratification of success, and the 

opportunities to address those opportunity gaps, be revealed. Through the collective and 

concerted effort of Asian Americans as a unified group to unveil the hidden configurations of 

inequality by ensuring that each piece of the college success puzzle is acknowledged and 

integrated, educational equity can be advanced.  

 

Future Directions for Research 

One of the greatest limitations to this dataset, despite its unique nature, is the inability to 

examine generational status. For Asian Americans, generational status is particularly important 
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given the large proportion of students who immigrated to the U.S. or are children of immigrants 

or refugees (CARE, 2014). The ability to control for generation would have shed a great deal of 

light on the inter-racial and inter-ethnic variations and help to make further sense of the findings 

related to their postsecondary outcomes. In future research, it would be necessary to examine 

how generational status defines the differences in outcomes and shapes the opportunity gaps for 

Asian Americans, and for other racial groups for whom immigration is shifting their 

demographic makeup. In addition to generational status, other intersections of identity such as 

citizenship status may be equally beneficial to understanding the great complexity of this diverse 

racial group.  

 A second direction for future research lies in greater consideration of variables in the 

school and county levels. The boundaries of the data limited the study’s ability to consider 

aspects such as resources in schools, expenditure per student, access to academic preparation 

courses, distance from home to school, availability of transportation, and a host of other factors 

that could provide far greater insight in the structural inequality facing students. Given the 

variation from high school to high school, county to county, and across racial and ethnic groups, 

this study highlights the need for more closely investigating which aspects of the high school and 

county levels are hindering and supporting student success. Future studies would benefit from 

including more factors in those levels of analysis in multi-level models. 

 Additionally, the unique finding related to Vietnamese students and their persistence 

through the pipeline should be more deeply examined. Building on the foundational work of Lee 

and Zhou (2015), a deeper, perhaps qualitative, investigation should be conducted on this group 

of students to identify 1) their college choice process, and 2) their mechanisms for postsecondary 

persistence despite their socioeconomic barriers. Given that this study represents the first sample 
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that tracks cohorts of students by ethnicity, the pipeline findings related to Vietnamese students 

presents the unique occasion to narrowly understand how “success” plays out for some groups in 

a manner that is different from others. Although the findings related to Vietnamese students 

offers one compelling direction for research, other studies that explicitly examine the differences 

in Asian American approaches to and perceptions of “success” would benefit the greater 

discussion of the notion of academic achievement and the racial hierarchy.  

 Finally, the work related to racial heterogeneity is relevant for other racial and ethnic 

groups and is a line of inquiry that should be pursued in future research. Given the quickly 

changing demography and the new waves of immigration to the U.S., this is an urgent and timely 

call to action for research to stay abreast on demographic shifts to receive students to college 

campuses in a tailored and supportive manner. Foundational scholarship is being conducted on 

this front (Dowling, 2014; Fries-Britt, George Mwangi & Peralta, 2014; Shotton, Lowe & 

Waterman, 2013) and should be expanded, contested, supported and extended. In so doing, the 

hidden configurations in racial inequality across all groups may be revealed, and addressed. 

 

Conclusion 

 At the time of this writing, the U.S. Census was reviewing the racial and ethnic categories 

to be included in the 2020 Census. In addition to possible changes related to the Latino/Hispanic 

category, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) was considering the inclusion of a new 

and distinct “Middle Eastern or North African” (MENA) category. In a recently released report, 

outlining the findings from an extensive study on those possible changes, the U.S. Census 

Bureau states, “Coupled with collaboration, outreach, and engagement, this research will help 

ensure that the 2020 Census is in the best position to collect and produce the highest quality 
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statistics about our nation’s diverse population” (Mathews et al., 2017, p. xv). The authors of the 

report go on to assert, “From our review of recent social science literature, we note there are not 

many empirical studies, outside of those conducted by the Census Bureau, that analyze 

formatting of race and ethnicity question(s)” (Mathews et al., 2017, p. 5).  

 Given the Census Bureau’s stated desire to ground their decision-making in empirical 

research to ensure that the nation’s great diversity is accurately captured, and their simultaneous 

pronouncement of the lack of social science studies that can speak to those decisions, there is a 

need for race scholars to respond. As Omi & Winant (2004) theorize, the decisions that are made 

by OMB – with or without the insight of social science scholars – are not mere revisions on a 

form, but represent political actions that impact the very structures that maintain or contest 

inequality. And although my dissertation does not explicitly speak to the formation of racial and 

ethnic categories, it is does demonstrate how the choices that are made in categorization can 

perpetuate structural forms of inequality.  

My study sought to reconsider the concept of educational “success” by challenging the 

notion that the stratification of opportunity exists strictly within a normative racial paradigm. The 

findings in my dissertation study supports the rationale that to address and overcome educational 

inequality, there must be a much deeper investigation of what is occurring beneath the surface; 

an action that requires the questioning of assumptions related to how success and race are linked. 

In demonstrating the immense variation across ethnic subgroups by complicating the Asian 

American racial category, this study highlights that the constricting view of educational success 

that is currently used in educational research can render entire populations invisible. As such, it 

is this study’s aim to serve as a call to action for scholars to participate in the “racial 

‘reconstruction’ of everyday life” (Omi & Winant, 2012), critiquing the ways in which the racial 
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hierarchy is normalized and challenging misconceptions about race in order to unveil the hidden 

configurations of inequality.  Only in this way can educational equity be advanced and 

educational opportunity gaps be closed. 
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Appendix A. Coefficients from Multilevel Mixed-Effects Linear Regression Predicting Degree Attainment with Random Effects and 
Interaction Effects by Ethnicity 

 Overall (n=3,343)  
Direct to Four-Year 

(n=1,380)  
Transfer from Two-Year 

(n=1,963) 

Variables 
Coefficie

nt 
Std. 

Error   Coefficient Std. Error   Coefficient Std. Error 
Ethnicity         
   Filipino 0.06 0.14  -0.01 0.26  0.15 0.17 
   Korean 0.12 0.12  0.28 0.21  0.14 0.15 
   Vietnamese 0.12 0.14  0.04 0.29  0.18 0.16 
   Other Asian Ethnicity 0.11 0.12  0.22 0.22  0.13 0.13 
   (Chinese)         
Pell recipient -0.01 0.02  0.04 0.03  -0.05 0.03 
State grant recipient  0.06 0.04  0.03 0.06  0.08 0.05 
Economically disadvantaged -0.08 0.04  -0.45 0.17  -0.07 0.05 
Resident of Washington State 0.04 0.03  -0.02 0.06  0.04 0.04 
Gender         
   Male 0.01 0.01  -0.01 0.02  0.01 0.01 
   Two Gender 0.03 0.05  0.07 0.11  0.02 0.06 
   Unreported 0.16 0.32  0.18 0.33    
   (Female)         
High school GPA 0.09*** 0.05  0.13 0.09  0.08 0.05 
Credit success rate 1.48* 0.10  1.66*** 0.20  1.44*** 0.11 
State grant * Filipino -0.01 0.05  -0.05 0.08  0.02 0.06 
State grant * Korean 0.05 0.04  0.02 0.06  0.09 0.06 
State grant * Vietnamese 0.00 0.05  -0.06 0.09  0.04 0.06 
State grant * Other Asian Ethnicity 0.01 0.04  -0.08 0.06  0.07 0.05 
Econ. Dis. * Filipino -0.06 0.07  0.14 0.22  -0.06 0.07 
Econ. Dis. * Korean -0.07 0.06  0.23 0.19  -0.07 0.07 
Econ. Dis. * Vietnamese 0.03 0.06  0.23 0.21  0.01 0.06 
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Econ. Dis. * Other Asian Ethnicity -0.03 0.05  -0.03 0.20  -0.05 0.06 
Resident * Filipino 0.00 0.06  -0.01 0.11  -0.06 0.08 
Resident * Korean 0.00 0.05  0.02 0.09  0.01 0.06 
Resident * Vietnamese 0.00 0.06  0.02 0.15  -0.02 0.07 
Resident * Other Asian Ethnicity 0.01 0.05  -0.01 0.08  0.03 0.05 
HS GPA * Filipino -0.09 0.15  0.06 0.12  -0.08 0.07 
HS GPA * Korean -0.18 0.13  0.08 0.11  -0.13 0.07 
HS GPA * Vietnamese -0.13 0.15  -0.04 0.16  0.00 0.08 
HS GPA * Other Asian Ethnicity -0.11 0.12  -0.08 0.11  -0.04 0.06 
Credit success rate * Filipino 0.00 0.06  -0.11 0.28  -0.15 0.18 
Credit success rate * Korean 0.00 0.05  -0.38 0.23  -0.22 0.16 
Credit success rate * Vietnamese 0.00 0.06  -0.04 0.32  -0.22 0.17 
Credit success rate * Other Asian 
Ethnicity 0.01 0.05   -0.19 0.23   -0.16 0.14 
County (random effect) 0.00*** 0.00   0.00*** 0.00   0.00*** 0.00 
High School (random effect) 0.00*** 0.00   0.00*** 0.00   0.00*** 0.00 

Note: Significance: ***p<0.001;  **p<0.01;  *p<0.05 
Categories in parentheses are reference groups for each dummy variable 
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Appendix B. Data Glossary 

Variable Description Value(s) 
Race Race is a self-identified, static variable that can 

include up to 7 categories. The Two or More racial 
category was generated if a student selected more than 
one race at any time in the datasets.  

Asian 
Black 
Latino 
Native American 
Pacific Islander 
White (reference) 
Two or More 

Ethnicity  Ethnicity is a self-identified, static variable that can 
include up to 27 categories. The Other Asian Ethnicity 
category was generated as an aggregate of all groups 
other than the four largest, Chinese, Filipino, Korean 
and Vietnamese. 

Chinese (reference) 
Filipino 
Korean 
Vietnamese 

Residential 
status 

A student is classified as a non-resident of 
Washington State if at any time in their postsecondary 
pipeline, they are classified as such, as it has 
implications for the cost of tuition. 

Resident (0) 
Non-resident (1) 

Citizenship 
status 

A student is categorized as a non-citizen of the United 
States if at any time in their postsecondary pipeline, 
they are classified as such. This variable was not 
included in the final models, as it was not significant 
in the goodness of fit test.  

Citizen (0) 
Non-citizen (1) 

Economically 
disadvantaged  

A student is categorized as economically 
disadvantaged if at any time in their postsecondary 
pipeline, they are classified as such. The status applies 
to students who received need-based financial aid in 
any given year. 

Non-economically 
disadvantaged (0) 
Economically 
disadvantaged (1) 
 

Pell Grant 
status 

A student is categorized as a Pell grant recipient if at 
any time in their postsecondary pipeline, they received 
the Pell Grant.  

Non-Pell recipient 
(0) 
Pell recipient (1) 

State need 
status 

A student is categorized as a state grant recipient if at 
any time in their postsecondary pipeline, they received 
a state grant. 

Non-state grant 
recipient (0) 
State grant recipient 
(1) 

Dependents  A student is categorized as having dependents if at any 
time in their postsecondary pipeline they reported this 
status. This variable was not included in the final 
models, as it was not significant in the goodness of fit 
test. 

No dependents (0) 
Dependents (1) 

High school 
grade point 
average (GPA) 

High school grade point average (GPA) is on a 4.0 
scale. The GPA in the models were centered by the 
spectrum of all high school GPA’s within the sample 
for the purposes of interpretability. 

0.0-4.0 GPA 
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Credit success 
rate 

Credit success rate was determined by credits 
earned/credits attempted. 

0.0-291.5 credits 

Enrollment 
pathway 

Two-year or four-year enrollment as the first college 
of enrollment is included in the degree attainment 
model to control for postsecondary pathway.  

Two-year (0) 
Four-year (1) 

Enrollment gap The number of years between high school and 
postsecondary enrollment. This variable was not 
included in the final models, as it was not significant 
in the goodness of fit test. 

0-6 years 

General 
education 
degree (GED) 

A student is categorized as a GED recipient if they 
received a GED. This variable was not included in the 
final models, as it was not significant in the goodness 
of fit test. 

Non-GED recipient 
(0) 
GED-recipient (1) 

High school 
attended 

The high school the student attended upon graduation.  

County resided The county the student last resided before enrollment.  
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