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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

College Rankings: What Type of Students Use Them and Who Benefits

by

Elizabeth Anne Martin
Doctor of Philosophy in Education
University of California, Los Angeles, 2024

Professor Mark Kevin Eagan Jr., Chair

Despite college rankings’ popular yet controversial nature, there is little known about the
relationship between college rankings and students. Prior literature suggests that students who
make use of rankings are more privileged, yet there lacks a comprehensive analysis surrounding
the types of students who place importance on rankings in more modern times. Additionally,
there is a lack of information regarding how students’ use of rankings impacts their college
experiences and outcomes.

Using data from UCLA’s Higher Education Research Institute, this study employs
logistic regression to determine the demographic characteristics and pre-college experiences of
students who place importance on rankings, and this study draws on Bourdieu’s theory of social
reproduction to hypothesize that valuing rankings in deciding where to attend college correlates
with different types of privilege. Next, this study makes use of inverse probability of treatment

weighting, t-tests, and linear regression models to determine the extent to which having valued
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rankings affects outcomes like sense of belonging and academic adjustment in students’ first
year of college as well as overall satisfaction in both the first and senior year. This study utilizes
the theory of anticipatory socialization to posit that students’ use of rankings leads to more
informed college decisions, which in turn leads to stronger outcomes.

Findings indicate that students with higher levels of privilege are more likely to use
rankings during their college search process. Additionally, students who valued rankings in the
selection of their college report slightly better outcomes in terms of sense of belonging and
overall satisfaction (both first-year and upon graduation) but not academic adjustment. These
findings held even after accounting for student privilege. However, students’ experiences while
in college, such as interacting with faculty, play a larger role in determining their outcomes than
whether the student placed importance on rankings.

This study elaborates on how the findings are relevant for audiences like college
counselors, higher education institutions, and researchers. All in all, this study not only provides
a current look into the types of students who place importance on rankings but it also examines

how importance placed on rankings influences pivotal outcomes like overall satisfaction.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

With time, society has increasingly valued having a college degree (Spellings, 2006).
Currently, around half of the jobs in the United States require at least a bachelor’s degree, and
fields that are quickly growing like STEM and healthcare prefer to hire individuals with high
levels of postsecondary education (Carnevale et al., 2013; Fuller et al., 2022). Consequently,
individuals with bachelor’s degrees have access to jobs that others do not, and those with
bachelor’s degrees make on average over $500 more a week than those with just a high school
diploma (Carnevale et al., 2016; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). Additionally, while only
2% of individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher are typically unemployed, 10% of
individuals with only a high school degree often find themselves without employment (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2020). Therefore, higher education is frequently considered the
“pathway to upward income mobility” (Chetty et al., 2017, p. 1), especially as the earnings gap
between high school and college graduates continues to increase (Federal Reserve Bank of New
York, 2021).

As such, the college choice process represents a high-stakes process, as a college degree
is increasingly considered essential in today’s society (Spellings, 2006). The first step in earning
a degree requires students to select an institution that best fits their needs to ensure that they
graduate. Yet, with almost 3,000 institutions in the United States that grant bachelor’s degrees
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2021), identifying which college to attend is often a
difficult decision; students consider a number of factors like an institution’s size, availability of
majors of interest, and mission (Cochran & Coles, 2012; Perna et al., 2021). From an
information-processing perspective, a student cannot thoroughly explore each option due to the

time and effort it would take to investigate each and every institution (Perna, 2006).



Given this growing market of students and families seeking more information about
prospective colleges and universities, companies like U.S. News & World Report got into the
business of college rankings in 1983 to increase both their sales and popularity (Sanoff, 2007).
Since then, several other organizations have produced other versions of college rankings with
different foci and emphases (Clarke, 2007; Salmi & Saroyan, 2007). The more prominent
rankings are the best colleges or top colleges rankings (Zhou, 2015), and, despite different
methodologies, highly selective private institutions continue to flourish in the vast majority of
the best colleges rankings (Diver, 2022). Unique rankings like most dangerous schools, most fun
colleges, or colleges with the worst food are also prevalent in the college rankings world
(Svrluga, 2019). The college rankings industry continues to be a major player in higher
education, despite the constant widespread criticism of the rankings (Saul, 2022; The Times
Editorial Board, 2022). College rankings are one piece of information that students can consult
when deciding where to attend college.

Rankings, however, represent just one of many sources of information or criteria students
might consult or consider, respectively, when exploring and selecting their college.
Alternatively, many students might never access any of the various proprietary rankings lists and
may also ignore or be unaware of the placement of their first-choice institution in any of these
lists. Considerations like cost and geography often play a substantial role in the college choice
process, and, accordingly, many students’ decisions are constrained by these factors (Aydin,
2015; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Stolzenberg et al., 2020).

Problem Statement
Students consult rankings lists or weigh the rank of various colleges they consider during

their search process for several reasons. Some students only consider enrolling in the top-ranked



schools, and they consult publications that rank colleges and universities to ensure some level of
quality and prestige of the institution where they ultimately enroll. In a 2015 survey of students
completing the ACT, 81% of respondents agreed with the sentiment that students who find
college rankings important care about prestige and status (Art & Science Group, 2016; Diver,
2022). By contrast, students also consult college rankings lists to gather more information about
the institutions they are considering. As these lists contain a wealth of information about
institutions (Ehrenberg, 2005; Morse & Brooks, 2021), students can use this information to select
an institution that matches their personal preferences. Thus, having the ability to choose an
institution based on what best fits their needs, these students can choose a college that will serve
them well both in the short- and long-term.

Students who use rankings likely have distinct backgrounds compared to the students who
do not use rankings. Therefore, examining how these two student groups differ is pivotal to our
understanding of students’ relationship with college rankings and how students’ use of rankings
ultimately relates to college outcomes like academic adjustment, sense of belonging, and
satisfaction. Importantly, the information students obtain from rankings helps them to make a
knowledgeable and well-researched choice about where to attend college, and as a result, this
information likely shapes students’ expectations about their future college experience at their
chosen institution.

Because rankings provide clues into what students can expect for their college experience
(Fombrun, 1996; Kim & Shim, 2019), it is likely that the expectations of students who use
rankings could deviate from the expectations of the students who choose institutions without
giving consideration to rankings. Given that these differing expectations could lead to different

college experiences, a question emerges as to whether students’ use of rankings actually



influences their college experiences and outcomes. This study examines differences in the
demographic and pre-college experiences of students who consider rankings in their college
searches and then investigates whether the use of rankings provides distinct advantages to
students in terms of psychosocial outcomes like sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and
overall satisfaction.

Most studies related to college rankings focus on the validity of the ranking indicators
(Kim & Shim, 2019; Pike, 2004; Porter, 2000), how institutions’ behaviors are shaped by
rankings (Jin & Whalley, 2007; Meredith, 2004; Monks & Ehrenberg, 1999), and what type of
students consider rankings when searching for a college (Kim & Gasman, 2011; McDonough et
al., 1998; Teranishi et al., 2004). By contrast, scholars have given less attention to how the use of
rankings impacts students throughout their college experiences (Clarke, 2007). This study
intends to address this gap in the literature by identifying key demographic and pre-college
differences between students who consult rankings and those who do not while also examining
whether using rankings lists during this search and selection process boosts students’
informational and navigational capital once in college.

Purpose

The first goal of this study was to provide information on whether students with greater
privilege are more likely to use rankings. Accordingly, this study examined the characteristics of
students who find college rankings important in their college decision, and this part of the study
was influenced by Bourdieu’s theory of social and cultural reproduction (Bourdieu, 2018).
Students who use rankings presumably have increased economic, academic, cultural, and social
privilege versus their peers who do not make use of rankings. Thus, this study first determined

the extent to which rankings are used by a more privileged set of students.



Furthermore, looking into the characteristics of students who use rankings is needed as
there is very little current research on this topic with the most extensive investigation into this
topic conducted over twenty years ago by McDonough et al. (1998). While some scholars have
examined students’ use of rankings, these scholars typically only provide a limited look into the
types of students who prioritize the use of college rankings (Bradshaw et al., 2001; Kim &
Gasman, 2011; Teranishi et al., 2004). Therefore, it is imperative to have up-to-date information
on the comprehensive profile of students who make use of college rankings, and this information
also was utilized to inform this study’s second aim of exploring the relationship between a
student’s use of college rankings and their later outcomes. More specifically, since the use of
rankings is suggestive of privilege, students who use rankings would be expected to have more
positive college outcomes in comparison with their peers who do not use rankings. Thus, this
study used this initial analysis to account for the selection bias issue associated with the use of
college rankings.

The second goal of this study was to determine whether consulting rankings in the
college choice process leads to different outcomes after the first year of college and upon
graduation. This goal largely was met by examining differences in outcomes like sense of
belonging, academic adjustment, and overall college satisfaction between students who did and
did not use college rankings in their college decision. Merton’s (1968) concept of anticipatory
socialization helped to provide context for why students who do and do not use rankings might
come to college with different expectations about their future sense of belonging, academic
adjustment, and satisfaction. Merton (1968) defined anticipatory socialization as “the acquisition
of values and orientations found in statuses and groups in which one is not yet engaged but

which one is likely to enter” (p. 438). Extremely relevant to this study is the idea of pre-entry



effects, which occur when a student starts to think about what their life on campus will be like,
and these pre-entry effects help to shape students’ expectations for their future days as a college
student (DeAngelo, 2008; Kamens, 1981).

Because the use of rankings represents making an informed choice about where to attend
college, students who use rankings likely come to college with distinct expectations for their
college experience. These expectations likely vary from the expectations of students who cannot
or do not use rankings, and as such, these two student groups might have differing levels of sense
of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall college satisfaction. Given this background, this
study sought to determine whether the consideration of rankings in the college choice process

would positively contribute to students’ psychosocial outcomes.

Research Questions
The following questions guide this study:

1. What demographic characteristics and pre-college experiences distinguish students who
prioritize the use of college rankings in national magazines in their search process versus
those who do not find rankings to be important?

2. Controlling for relevant demographic characteristics, pre-college activities, and in-college
experiences, to what extent does a student’s reliance on rankings during the college
choice process contribute to differences by the end of the first (and/or senior) year of
college in:

a. Sense of belonging?
b. Academic adjustment?

c. Overall satisfaction?



Significance

Despite the plethora of research examining how different factors influence students’
college choices (Garcia & Mireles-Rios, 2020), researchers have not thoroughly investigated the
use of rankings as an informational tool in the college search process; therefore, there is a lack of
information about how a well-known college choice tool, rankings, affects students. This is
especially troubling given college rankings’ controversial nature; many critics of rankings have
claimed that rankings negatively impact both students and higher education at large (Hickey,
2021; Kelchen, 2018; Wermund, 2017). The popular press has critiqued rankings by claiming
that rankings create perverse incentives for institutions to game the system to move up the
rankings (Brewer et al., 2004; Dearden et al., 2014; Diep, 2022; Hartocollis, 2022; Kelchen,
2018).

Regarding students, critics have commented on the potentially misleading nature of
rankings, as publishers of college rankings often focus too heavily on institutional resources and
measures of selectivity instead of prioritizing learning outcomes, instruction, and affordability
(Kelchen, 2018; Paterno, 2021; Picchi, 2022). As a result, there is much rhetoric about how
college rankings do not accurately measure a college’s quality (Hickey, 2021; Kelchen, 2018;
Kim & Shim, 2019; O’Shaughnessy, 2013; Perna et al., 2021). Even when U.S. News & World
Report added to their rankings measures focused on outcomes and social mobility (Berman,
2023; Brooks & Morse, 2023), some institutions took issue with this change, stating that these
new measures of social mobility like affordability do not reflect educational quality (Jump, 2023;
Knox, 2023). Several institutions even claimed that the substantial changes in the methodology
meant that rankings could not be compared from year to year and that the rankings were

unreliable as a result (Anderson, 2023a; Knox, 2023).



Even more than normal, there is much discussion within the higher education world about
how the use of college rankings can harm students’ college experience (Berman, 2023; Jaschik,
2022; The Times Editorial Board, 2022), with the current Secretary of Education calling
rankings a “joke” (Hatch, 2022). While there is some literature surrounding students’ college
application behaviors due to changes in rankings (Bowman & Bastedo, 2009; Clarke, 2007; Luca
& Smith, 2013; Sauder & Lancaster, 2006), very few studies have examined how the use of
college rankings impacts students after their initial college decision (Clarke, 2007). Given how
college rankings are one tool students can use to decide where to go to college, it is vital that
students have a thorough understanding of the ramifications of using rankings, particularly with
important outcomes such as sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and satisfaction.

Outcomes like sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and student satisfaction
continue to be highly researched topics within the field of higher education (Ahn & Davis, 2020;
Astin, 1977; Gillen-O’Neel, 2021; Raza et al., 2020; Tessema et al., 2012; Van Rooijj et al.,
2018), partly because these outcomes have been linked with other outcomes, like persistence,
academic success, and completion, that higher education also cares about (Credé & Niehorster,
2012; Drezner & Pizmony-Levy, 2021; Oja, 2011). Even as early as freshman year, institutions
focus heavily on students’ academic integration, social integration, and satisfaction as students
with low levels of sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and satisfaction often drop out of
their current institution or higher education at large (Boulter, 2002; Credé¢ & Niehorster, 2012;
Gillen-O’Neel, 2021; Hausmann et al., 2007; Kennedy et al., 2000; McGrath & Braunstein,
1997; Miller, 2003; Oja, 2011; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 2012).

Additionally, ensuring that students graduate is also a top priority of institutions

throughout the country, and research has shown that students who are satisfied with their overall



college experience are more likely to graduate (Billups, 2008; Kelchen, 2018; Martirosyan et al.,
2014; Miller, 2003). Institutions also care about students’ overall satisfaction, as measuring the
overall college experience captures students’ interactions with many parties on campus including
faculty, service providers, and peers (Astin, 1993; Beltyukova & Fox, 2002; Sevier, 1996;
Thiuri, 2011). Students who graduate from college with higher levels of satisfaction tend to
remain more involved and give more money as alumni (Drew-Branch, 2011; Drezner &
Pizmony-Levy, 2021; Iskhakova et al., 2016; Miller, 2003). This study explores the association
between students’ use of college rankings in selecting their college and these important
psychosocial outcomes at the end of students’ first and senior years in college.
Overview of Study Design

This study relied upon secondary data analysis, and more specifically, I used data from
the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) at UCLA’s Higher Education Research
Institute (HERI). CIRP is considered “the most comprehensive source of information on college
students” (Higher Education Research Institute, n.d.-a., para. 1). I made use of data from the
Freshman Survey (2015 administration), Your First College Year Survey (2017-2019
administrations), and the College Senior Survey (2017-2019 administrations). These data were
collected prior to the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, which might have altered students’
college experiences and the ways in which they search for and evaluate colleges before deciding
where to enroll. As the names of these surveys suggest, students take the Freshman Survey (TFS)
before entering college or in the first few weeks of their freshman year of college, they take the
Your First College Year Survey (YFCY) when finishing their first year of college, and they take
the College Senior Survey (CSS) upon graduation. Using all three surveys allowed me to track

students over time and see how the use of rankings affected their sense of belonging, academic



adjustment, and satisfaction. More particularly, I scrutinized the first-year outcomes (sense of
belonging, academic adjustment, and satisfaction) of students who completed the YFCY survey
between 2017 and 2019 and had corresponding TFS data. In addition, I inspected the senior-year
satisfaction of students who completed the CSS between 2017 and 2019 and also had
corresponding TFS data.

For the first research question, I ran a logistic regression using the Freshman Survey data
to predict the characteristics of students who found rankings important in their college decision,
and before I ran the regression models, I reported on what I found looking at the descriptive
statistics. Since the use of college rankings is indicative of various forms of economic, social,
cultural, and/or academic privilege, it is necessary to account for this fact when examining the
use of rankings and student outcomes. Several independent variables revolved around the idea of
privilege, and McDonough et al.’s (1998) study also informed this study’s selection of variables,
as McDonough and her colleagues also used TFS data to illustrate the profile of students who
find rankings important. Finally, Astin’s Input-Environment-Output model (Astin & antonio,
2012) informed the organization of independent variables in the regression models.

In preparation for addressing the second research question, I used a form of propensity
score matching techniques (inverse probability of treatment weighting) to account for the
selection bias issue associated with the use of rankings. Using this technique to reduce the
selection bias in the treatment (i.e., use of rankings in selecting a college) is necessary to provide
a more realistic estimate of the effect or influence of rankings on student outcomes, particularly
given the inability to conduct a randomized controlled experiment.

Having statistically adjusted the sample to account for the selection bias related to which

students are more likely to consult rankings in their college search, I used a variety of methods to
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examine differences in psychosocial college outcomes related to students’ use of rankings. I first
conducted t-tests with both the weighted and unweighted data to see if there were significant
differences in the three outcomes for students who did and did not use college rankings. Next, |
conducted multivariate regression for the three outcomes of interest with the goal of being able
to provide more detailed information on the use of rankings and student outcomes, and several of
the variables in these models related to students’ experiences in college. Drawing from the
literature review, variables that have been shown to predict each dependent variable were added
to the relevant regression model. All in all, this study used a combination of statistical techniques
to first provide information on the profile of students who think college rankings are important,
and then this study inspected the relationship between use of rankings and sense of belonging,
academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction.
Positionality

My interest in studying the use of rankings is because of my experience working at U.S.
News & World Report. From 2017 to 2019, I was on the team that calculated the education
rankings, which consist of several rankings including but not limited to the infamous college and
graduate school rankings. I first worked on the data collection side where I assisted campus
representatives with filling out the surveys we sent out. After about six months, I moved to the
data analysis side focusing largely on quality assurance, internal data inquiries, and the creation
of our survey instruments. I applied to work at U.S. News & World Report because I used the
rankings when deciding where to go to college, and I also was interested in higher education
accountability. When I was deciding where to go to college, I used the rankings as an
information source and also because attending a highly-ranked institution was very important to

me. Focusing my search on a handful of top-ranked institutions, I chose the institution I thought
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was the best for me considering factors like location, major offerings, student population, and
campus culture. I was recruited to play tennis for Carnegie Mellon, so I also made my decision to
attend Carnegie Mellon because I bonded well with both the tennis team and coaches. With all of
that in mind, I acknowledge the privilege I had in my ability to use rankings, and without this
privilege, I am not sure I would have found an institution that felt like home to me.

I left U.S. News and World Report in the summer of 2019 to pursue my PhD at UCLA. I
am extremely fortunate in that I know the inner workings of the rankings and many aspects of
the rankings that very few people in the world know. While at U.S. News and World Report, 1
started to become aware of the criticisms of the rankings, and after starting at UCLA, my
understanding only deepened. I certainly agree with the shortcomings of the rankings and
acknowledge that rankings might be altering higher education for the worse. I understand that
not all students can make use of rankings and that rankings likely worsen existing economic
inequalities. Yet, I also believe that at least for the near future, college rankings will continue to
be prevalent in higher education.

With that being said, I think it is extremely important to understand how college rankings
affect institutions, students, and other higher education constituents. Especially given my
background and expertise of the U.S. News and World Report rankings, I believe that [ am in a
strong position to study college rankings. I first conducted a study on college rankings for Dr.
Eagan’s 221 class in 2020, and I have been a consumer of the college rankings literature since.
While I acknowledge that there are myriads of institutions and students who ignore college
rankings, there still is a need for information regarding the effect of college rankings on student

outcomes. I am excited that my study is one of the first studies to provide this type of knowledge.

Overview
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This study is necessary in that it adds much to the conversation on how the use of
rankings acts upon sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction. In
addition, this study also provides up-to-date information regarding the profile of students who
find rankings important in their college decision. In this chapter, I make a case for why this study
is significant and noteworthy, and I also briefly elaborate on the study’s methodology and my
positionality. Chapter 2 includes a review of the relevant literature, and I also expand upon the
study’s theoretical frameworks. In Chapter 3, I move to a discussion of the study’s methodology
and include information on key aspects of the study like the data source, variables, analytical
approach, and limitations. Chapter 4 elaborates on the results of the study, and Chapter 5 details

how the results are relevant for higher education, research, and certain audiences like students.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE AND THEORY

This study aims to provide an updated profile of the students who find rankings important
in their college choice. Additionally, this study explores the question of whether the use of
rankings in the college choice process contributes to differences in students’ sense of belonging,
academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction. The chapter begins by defining prestige in higher
education and elaborating on how college rankings from an institutional perspective largely serve
as a measure of an institution’s selectivity; this section also details the various types of college
rankings. Next, the chapter describes Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction and how this
theory provides a lens to understand students’ use of rankings when deciding where to attend
college. This framework informs an examination of empirical research focused on the type of
students who use college rankings.

The chapter then offers a description of anticipatory socialization and how this
framework may be beneficial for understanding the extent to which the use of rankings may
socialize students in ways that help them prepare for, or anticipate, the transition and adjustment
to college. Building on this framing, the chapter expands on why students who make use of the
informational aspect of rankings could have a stronger sense of belonging, an easier time
adjusting to the academic demands of college, and greater satisfaction with their college
experience versus their peers who do not use rankings. Finally, the chapter moves to a
conversation on how the use of rankings could help to form expectations surrounding certain in-
college experiences, and this section provides information on how these in-college experiences

are related to this study’s outcomes of interest.

Prestige and Rankings in Higher Education
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Although used often, prestige is a subjective and poorly defined term within the context
of higher education (Kim, 2018). Brewer et al. (2004) define prestige as a college’s status in
comparison with other institutions, and the most prestigious institutions are thought to be of the
highest quality. Yet, what determines quality is also a debate within higher education (Kim,
2018). More prestigious institutions often emphasize quality by highlighting their selectivity in
regard to selecting both students and faculty (Brewer et al., 2004). Despite the broad set of
criteria included by U.S. News & World Report (Ehrenberg, 2005; Morse & Brooks, 2021),
researchers have discovered that selectivity predicts an institution’s U.S. News & World Report
ranking more than any other factor (Brint et al., 2020; Kuh & Pascarella, 2004; Webster, 2001).
More specifically, Kuh and Pascarella (2004) found that the correlation between an institution’s
average SAT/ACT scores and U.S. News & World Report ranking is -0.89, so around 80% of
variance in institutional rankings can be accounted for by average standardized test scores of
entering first-year students. Therefore, a college’s U.S. News & World Report ranking is largely
synonymous with its level of selectivity (Kuh & Pascarella, 2004).

It is important to remember that several other media companies create best colleges
rankings, too (Kelchen, 2018). College rankings increasingly have focused on economic returns
to college including rankings from Wall Street Journal/Times Higher Education and Payscale,
and these types of rankings often incorporate earnings data from the College Scorecard (Kelchen,
2018). It is also common to see best colleges rankings include some type of value-added
calculation in order to determine if colleges are providing an education at a reasonable cost, and
rankings that make use of this type of analysis include the ones from Washington Monthly and
Money (Kelchen, 2018). All in all, in addition to the rankings from U.S. News & World Report, a

multitude of best colleges rankings exist within higher education (Kelchen, 2018).
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In addition to developing lists that rank colleges in an overall sense, some media
companies have created rankings based on particular characteristics of institutions (Niche, 2022;
Princeton Review, 2022). There are some media companies that release a wide range of rankings
yearly, and these companies often publish their methodologies (Moran, 2018; Niche, 2022;
Princeton Review, 2022). Princeton Review produces various rankings lists based on institutions’
academics/administration, quality of life, politics, campus life, town life, extracurriculars, and
social scene; some of the rankings produced by Princeton Review include colleges with the most
religious students, colleges with the happiest students, and best-run colleges (Princeton Review,
2022). Princeton Review exclusively uses student survey data to rank colleges, and for their 2023
rankings, the company surveyed 160,000 students (Princeton Review, 2022). Niche, on the other
hand, uses a combination of student college reviews and data from sources like the U.S.
Department of Education and National Science Foundation to create college rankings (Niche,
2022). Niche rankings fit into a total of seven categories: best colleges, best by state, best by
major, admissions, campus life, students, and academics (Niche, 2022). Examples of some of the
Niche rankings are best college dorms, most liberal colleges, and colleges with the best
professors (Niche, 2022). All in all, there are a few media companies that publish a myriad of
college rankings, and these companies often make use of data collected from students (Niche,
2022; Princeton Review, 2022).

By contrast, several college rankings are based entirely on the opinions of the individuals
who created the rankings (Kelchen, 2018). A number have garnered attention from colleges and
the public, like the top party schools created by Playboy (Kelchen, 2018; Playboy, 2015). To
exemplify the nature of these types of rankings, Thrillist ranked NCAA Division 1 institutions on

their “subjective gut feelings about whether we’d want to go to these schools, the tolerability of
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the student body and alums, and other random things” (Lynch & Alexander, 2015, para. 1).
Other examples of these types of rankings include Buzzfeed’s list of swankiest colleges
(Edelman, 2021) and Architectural Digest’s most beautiful colleges ranking (Waldek &
McLaughlin, 2022). Despite how these rankings are quite arbitrary, these rankings can still be
quite popular (Kelchen, 2018).

This study’s conceptualization of rankings revolves around students’ use of the various
types of rankings that exist. It is evident that college rankings are not just limited to the best
colleges rankings, and as such, this study assumes that students could be utilizing one of the
many types of college rankings. Keeping this fact in mind throughout the study is pivotal to
understanding how students’ use of rankings could impact their sense of belonging, academic
adjustment, and overall satisfaction.

Bourdieu’s Theory of Social Reproduction

This study provides an updated profile of the type of students who use rankings in their
college choice, and Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction and corresponding subsequent
research informed the modeling approach and variables selected to predict, or understand,
whether students use rankings when deciding where to enroll in college. The following section
explores Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction and explains in more detail how Bourdieu’s
theory influenced this study. This study posits that students with greater privilege tend to have a
higher likelihood of consulting rankings in their search for and selection of a college. Thus, this
study considers the specific types of privilege that some students have and how this affects their
use of rankings. Additionally, in this study, the use of rankings is representative of informational

capital, and the following section elaborates on this perspective.
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Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction provides a framework to understand inequality
and why we continue to have a classed society (Bourdieu, 2018; Kosuti¢, 2017). According to
Bourdieu, power is inherent to our society (Bourdieu, 1984; McCaleb, 2007), and social
reproduction occurs due to social inequalities perpetually reproduced by the culture of the
dominant class (Bourdieu, 1986; Kosuti¢, 2017). In other words, culture is the way in which
dominant groups display their power and exert influence over others (Bourdieu, 1984; McCaleb,
2007). Bourdieu was one of the first theorists to look at capital not just as something related to
economics, but Bourdieu also believed that many forms of capital could be converted from one
form to another (Bourdieu, 1984; McCaleb, 2007). The four main types of capital include
economic, cultural, social, and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1984). This study focuses on how
students with greater access to capital (economic, social, academic, and cultural), and thus are
more privileged, may be more likely to incorporate information from college rankings into their
college search process.

Economic Capital

According to Bourdieu (Pinxten & Lievens, 2014), economic capital pertains to material
assets that are “immediately and directly convertible to money and may be institutionalized in
the form of property rights” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 242). Economic capital consists of material
resources like land, property ownership, or financial resources (Pinxten & Lievens, 2014).
Economic capital can be converted into money, but examining only economic capital does not
provide a complete picture of society and the reproduction of capital (Bourdieu, 1986). For this
study, since not all college rankings information is free (Chirikov, 2021; Lim, 2021; U.S. News
& World Report, n.d.), students must have access to economic capital in order to access this

information. As such, the use of rankings could be a sign of economic capital.

18



Cultural Capital

Cultural capital is often considered synonymous with having knowledge of high culture
or knowing how to behave in certain social settings (DiMaggio & Useem, 2017; Winkle-
Wagner, 2010). More specifically, Bourdieu (2018) thought of cultural capital as “instruments
for the appropriation of symbolic wealth socially designated as worthy of being sought and
possessed” (p. 73). Bourdieu originally developed the idea of cultural capital after observing how
the educational system and family socialization were contributing to the inequality in society
(Bourdieu, 2018; Lamont & Lareau, 1988). More specifically, children from upper-class families
came to school with understandings of social and cultural cues, which were reinforced by the
educational experience, and as such, privilege continued to persist (Bourdieu, 2018; Lamont &
Lareau, 1988). Lastly, cultural capital has the potential to be converted to economic capital
through the possession of educational qualifications as having a degree can result in increased
economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Kosuti¢, 2017).

Bourdieu (1986) theorized that cultural capital exists in three forms: the embodied state,
the objectified state, and the institutionalized state. The embodied state comes into form
beginning in early childhood, where families teach their children manners, norms, and values
necessary to thrive in society, and these manners, norms, and values shape an individual over
time (Bourdieu, 1986; Cheng, 2012). On the other hand, the objectified state of cultural capital
refers to material possessions that signify an individual’s membership in a particular group
(Bourdieu, 1986; Chew, 2020; Tierney, 1999), and examples would include owning cultural
goods like books, instruments, or paintings (Cheng, 2012). Finally, the institutionalized state of
cultural capital is in reference to the “institutional recognition of particular tastes, norms, or

values” (Chew, 2020, p. 24), and academic credentials and professional certifications are
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illustrations of institutionalized cultural capital (Cheng, 2012). Altogether, these three forms of
cultural capital work in cohesion to preserve structural inequality; possessing the same types of
cultural capital as those in the dominant class creates a sense of collective identity, which
privileges this group of individuals in terms of networking and opportunities (Bourdieu, 1986).
Regarding this study, the use of rankings could be considered an indication of cultural capital as
students who use rankings might come from families who place certain expectations on them
about the type of institution they should attend.
Social Capital

Bourdieu defined social capital as “the aggregate of the actual and potential resources
which are linked to the possession of a durable network of more or less institutional relationships
of mutual acquaintances and recognition” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 251). In other words, membership
in an esteemed group is a major component of social capital (Bourdieu, 1986), and by being a
member of a certain group, one can utilize the group’s social networks to profit and improve
one’s overall social position (Siisiainen, 2003). Bourdieu gives an example of how individuals in
the business field often play golf as a way to network and strengthen relationships (Bourdieu,
1984). Membership in organizations like political parties, secret societies, or trade unions are
current examples of the embodiment of social capital (Siisiainen, 2003). When an individual is a
member of a respected and recognized organization, other forms of capital will often become
amplified as well (Bourdieu, 1986).

Students who make use of rankings likely have more access to social capital than those
students who do not utilize rankings. Individuals who discuss the college choice process with
college-going peers, college-educated parents, teachers, and/or counselors likely become more

aware of the existence and importance of rankings in helping to select a college. Consequently,
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because of their increased access to social capital, these students can use information in the
rankings to select an institution that best fits their needs.
Symbolic Capital

Finally, symbolic capital refers to “the various forms of distinction and prestige acquired
through cultural recognition” (Rose-Redwood, 2008, p. 434), and symbolic capital is often
represented by awards, diplomas, publicity, and reputation (Pret et al., 2016). Having symbolic
capital is instrumental in generating trust and legitimacy (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009), and
symbolic capital can be converted to social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Lawrence,
2004). Attending a prestigious institution could serve as a form of symbolic capital that might be
useful in searching for a job after college, so students might make use of rankings to attend a top-
ranked institution that they believe can help to further their capital. Knowledge about the benefits
of attending a prestigious institution likely flows from increased access to cultural and social
capital.
Relation to Privilege

It is evident that individuals with increased levels of capital have distinct advantages that
allow them to be members of the dominant class (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986, 2018). As there are
many types of capital (Bourdieu, 1986), individuals who possess multiple forms of capital can
utilize their capital in society’s “perpetual struggle over privilege, advantage, and relative
positionality” (Reiter, 2020, p. 113). As such, capital can be thought of as synonymous with
privilege, and this study refers to privilege when examining the characteristics of students who
decide to make use of rankings when deciding which college to attend.

Applying Bourdieu’s Conceptions of Capital to This Study
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Rankings are one source of information that students can use when deciding which
college to attend, and as the admissions processes of institutions often vary, having access to
information about higher education is important for students who are applying to college (Hill,
2020; Karen, 2002; O’Connor et al., 2010). However, research has found that students from
more privileged backgrounds have greater access to information about higher education
(Gewertz, 2018; Glass, 2023; Klasik, 2012; Person & Rosenbaum, 2006). For example, students
who come from higher-income families often possess more information about higher education
than their lower-income peers (McDonough, 1997; Person & Rosenbaum, 2006). For rankings,
this could especially be true as rankings are sometimes not free to access (Chirikov, 2021; Lim,
2021; U.S. News & World Report, n.d.). Additionally, students who are not first-generation often
have more knowledge about the college process as these students’ parents can inform them about
key aspects of the college admissions process (Glass, 2023; Klasik, 2012; Saenz, 2007).

College counselors are also key information providers for students looking to attend
college (Glass, 2023; Klasik, 2012), yet one in five high schools do not even have a college
counselor (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights Data Collection, 2016).
Additionally, schools that primarily serve low-income students are less likely to have a college
counselor (Gewertz, 2018), and first-generation students generally have decreased access to
well-trained college counselors (McDonough & Fann, 2007; O’Connor et al., 2010). Moreover,
it is common to have a high ratio of students to counselors, which means that many students are
potentially missing out on vital information about higher education (Gonzalez et al., 2003).
According to the National Association for College Admission Counseling, the average student-

to-college counselor ratio is around 309-to-1 (Clinedinst, 2019). On a final note, private college
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counselors can cost around $200 an hour on average, so only economically privileged students
are typically able to make use of private college counselors (Jaschik, 2019).

Additionally, selective institutions often have ties to high schools that have a majority of
affluent and white students, further perpetuating inequalities in access to information about
higher education (Gewertz, 2018; Glasener, 2021; Person & Rosenbaum, 2006; Salazar et al.,
2021; Stevens, 2009). Selective institutions recruit from these types of high schools, as they
know a lot of students from these schools will apply to their university (Glasener, 2021).
Institutions have also targeted certain students based off information they have received from
student lists from places like the College Board (Han et al., 2019). All in all, selective institutions
often recruit students who are likely already privileged (Glasener, 2021; Salazar et al., 2021;
Stevens, 2009), and, by focusing largely on this type of student, students who come from non-
privileged backgrounds are left without vital information about the potential institutions they
could attend.

It is clear that information about higher education is often more accessible to more
privileged individuals (Gewertz, 2018; Glass, 2023; Jaschik, 2019; Klasik, 2012; Person &
Rosenbaum, 2006), and as college rankings contain a plethora of information about higher
education institutions (Ehrenberg, 2005; Morse & Brooks, 2021), this study investigates the
extent to which students from more privileged backgrounds have a greater likelihood of utilizing
rankings when deciding where to apply to and enroll in college. Because the use of rankings
indicates access to several forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1986), understanding the differences
between students who make use of rankings and students who do not is pivotal in understanding

how the use of rankings could impact student outcomes.
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After examining the distinguishing characteristics and pre-college experiences of students
who are more likely to use rankings versus those who do not consider rankings in their search for
an institution, this study investigates the extent to which the use of rankings represents
informational capital. By consulting rankings in the college search process, students gather
information on a wide variety of factors like major, campus community, and extracurricular
offerings, and thus, the use of rankings represents an information-rich approach to selecting a
college. Students who are able to use rankings to access information about higher education
could indeed have stronger outcomes than students who do not use rankings, so this study
inspects whether students’ use of rankings positively impacts their sense of belonging, academic
adjustment, and overall satisfaction.

College Choice: Profile of Students Who Find Rankings Important

Several studies and student surveys have examined the characteristics and pre-college
experiences associated with using rankings in the college choice process (Art & Science Group,
2002, 2016; Lipman Hearne, Inc., 2006; McDonough et al., 1998; Teranishi et al., 2004). This
section elaborates more on findings from these studies and surveys, and it will conclude by
explaining why there is a need for updated information with regard to the characteristics of
students who make use of college rankings. This conclusion also expands upon this study’s
contribution to the literature in that this study thoroughly examines how multiple types of
privilege continue to affect students’ utilization of rankings.

Differences in the Use of Rankings by Race/Ethnicity

The literature reveals that Asian American students place great value on college rankings

when choosing where to attend college (Art & Science Group, 2013; Howard, 2002; Lipman

Hearne, Inc., 2006; McDonough et al., 1998; Teranishi et al., 2004). McDonough et al. (1998)
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conducted a logistic regression model using the 1995 HERI Freshman Survey data to better
understand the characteristics of students who use college rankings in their college decision, and
McDonough et al. (1998) found that, compared with other race groups, Asian American students
were the most likely to find college rankings important. Likewise, a 2006 survey of 600 high
school seniors admitted to a number of institutions also reveals that Asian American students
state that rankings were instrumental when choosing between colleges (Lipman Hearne, Inc.,
2006). Looking more closely within the Asian American student group, Chinese Americans and
Korean Americans use rankings at higher rates than other Asian American student groups, and
Teranishi et al.’s (2004) study made use of HERI data. In addition to Asian American students
making use of rankings, parents can also be heavily influenced by rankings (Kim & Gasman,
2011). Kim and Gasman’s (2011) interviews of 14 Asian American students at a highly selective
institution revealed that parents’ reliance on rankings impacted their children’s decisions to
enroll at a top-ranked institution. These students often felt immense pressure from their parents
to attend the best ranked schools as their parents cared a great deal about their child’s education,
but the students in the study typically were grateful of their parents’ involvement (Kim &
Gasman, 2011).

In comparison with students of other races/ethnicities, Hispanic students are the least
likely to report that rankings are important when deciding where to attend college (Art & Science
Group, 2013; Howard, 2002; McDonough et al., 1998). For example, a 2013 student survey from
the Art & Science Group saw that 45% of Hispanic students said that the U.S. News & World
Report rankings were instrumental in their college choice process. White, African American, and
Asian American students all found these rankings important at much higher rates, with 75% of

Asian American students reporting that the U.S. News & World Report rankings were of great

25



value to them when choosing between colleges (Art & Science Group, 2013). In addition,
McDonough et al.’s (1998) seminal study concluded that Chicano/a students were significantly
less likely to reference rankings in the college choice process compared with students of other
races. In summary, the literature demonstrates that among students of different races/ethnicities,
Asian American students are the most likely to prioritize the use of rankings and Hispanic
students are the least likely (Art & Science Group, 2013; Howard, 2002; McDonough et al.,
1998).
Differences in the Use of Rankings by Economic Privilege

Students who have greater economic privilege also prioritize the use of college rankings
(Art & Science Group, 2002, 2016; Howard, 2002; McDonough et al., 1998; Morphew &
Swanson, 2011; Perna et al., 2021; Richards et al., 2018; Teranishi et al., 2004). McDonough et
al. (1998) defined upper-class as families who made over $75,000 a year, and the authors
concluded that students from these more affluent families had significantly higher odds of
valuing rankings when deciding where to attend college. Likewise, Teranishi et al.’s (2004)
study and surveys from the Art & Science Group (2002, 2016) also demonstrate that students
from high-income families are those who prioritize the use of college rankings. Finally, it is
important to point out that due to their increased use of rankings and/or their income, students
from higher SES backgrounds also tend to enroll at more selective institutions (Hearn, 1990;
Teranishi et al., 2004). To recap, there is much evidence that students with considerable
economic privilege utilize rankings when deciding where to attend college (Art & Science
Group, 2016; Howard, 2002; McDonough et al., 1998; Perna et al., 2021; Teranishi et al., 2004).

Differences in the Use of Rankings by Academic Privilege
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Additionally, the literature illustrates that students with greater academic privilege are
those students who tend to place importance on the use of rankings in the college search process
(Art & Science Group, 2002, 2016; Bradshaw et al., 2001; Howard, 2002; Lipman Hearne, Inc.,
2006; McDonough et al., 1998; Perna et al., 2021). Students with higher levels of accumulated
academic privilege (i.e., high school GPA and SAT scores) had significantly higher odds of
prioritizing rankings when deciding where to enroll in college (McDonough et al., 1998), and
others have affirmed the relationship between SAT scores and reliance on rankings in the college
search process (Art & Science Group, 2002, 2016; Lipman Hearne, Inc., 2006). In addition,
Bradshaw et al. (2001) interviewed high-achieving students (e.g., high GPA, high ACT scores,
and were National Merit Scholars) at a Carnegie Research 1 institution and concluded that these
participants reported using college rankings while also feeling pressure from parents, teachers,
counselors, and peers to attend a prestigious university because of their previous academic
achievements. There is substantial evidence that students who make use of rankings often have
increased levels of accumulated academic privilege (Art & Science Group, 2002, 2016;
Bradshaw et al., 2001; Howard, 2002; McDonough et al., 1998; Perna et al., 2021).

Cultural Privilege Considerations in Students’ Use of College Rankings

Students who are first in their families to attend college often place less importance on
college rankings (Art & Science Group, 2016; Hossler & Foley, 1995; McDonough et al., 1998;
Zilvinskis & Rocconi, 2018). In McDonough et al.’s (1998) study, 65% of first-generation
students found rankings unimportant in their college choice, but this was only true of 58% of
students who had college-educated parents. Based on this analysis, McDonough et al. (1998)
conclude that first-generation students are less likely to make use of rankings when deciding

where to attend college. A related finding from the Art & Science Group (2016) is that first-
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generation students reported making use of fewer rankings than their peers, perhaps suggesting
that rankings are less important to this group of students. Students with parents who went to
college likely possess the knowledge needed to successfully navigate higher education, and as
such, these students have greater cultural privilege than first-generation students. To reiterate, the
literature suggests that students with college-educated parents are more likely to place greater
importance on the use of rankings in their college search (Art & Science Group, 2016; Hossler &
Foley, 1995; McDonough et al., 1998).

Students who are concerned with an institution’s reputation also more frequently utilize
college rankings (McDonough et al., 1998). Students who concentrate on an institution’s
reputation likely understand the value of having a degree from a well-respected institution in
terms of future networking and opportunities, and consequently, they possess more cultural
privilege than students who do not consider an institution’s reputation. Cross-tabulations
demonstrated that students who placed more importance on rankings were more concerned with
an institution’s academic and social reputation, along with an institution’s reputation regarding
graduates getting good jobs and going to top graduate/professional schools (McDonough et al.,
1998). Additionally, McDonough et al. (1998) created a factor with the variables focused on a
school’s academic reputation, graduates getting good jobs, and graduates going to top
graduate/professional schools, and this latent measure significantly predicted students’ increased
likelihood of considering rankings in their selection of a college.

Students who are thinking about their education past a bachelor’s degree have typically
made use of rankings when deciding between colleges (McDonough et al., 1998). Individuals
with a graduate degree typically make around 20% more than those with just a bachelor’s degree

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2023a), and graduate programs can offer specialized
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training not seen at the undergraduate level (Posselt & Grodsky, 2017). As such, knowledge of
the benefits of graduate education and aspiring to obtain a graduate degree can be seen as a form
of cultural privilege. In McDonough et al.’s (1998) study, for individuals who only wanted to
obtain a bachelor’s degree, 14% said that college rankings were very important, yet almost half
(46%) of students wanting to obtain a graduate degree said that rankings were very important. In
the logistic regression model, McDonough et al. (1998) also found that students who had plans to
attend graduate school were more likely to consult college rankings. McDonough et al. (1998)
mention how having graduate school intentions can be seen as status-seeking, as students are
looking to set themselves up for future success and job opportunities. In conclusion, students
who are thinking beyond their undergraduate education have more cultural privilege and are
traditionally more likely to prioritize college rankings (McDonough et al., 1998).

Finally, students who place importance on advice from a private counselor often place
importance on college rankings (McDonough et al., 1998; Palmer et al., 2004). Private college
counselors can help students navigate the uncertain college admissions process and get accepted
to a top-ranked institution (Palmer et al., 2004), so students who make use of private college
counselors have greater cultural privilege than students who cannot or do not utilize private
counselors. Compared with students who said that rankings were not important, students who
said rankings were very important were six times more likely to state that the advice of a private
college counselor was also very important (McDonough et al., 1998). Students who prioritize
advice from a private counselor additionally prioritize the use of college rankings when deciding
where to attend college (McDonough et al., 1998).

School Counselors and Teachers Provide Social Privilege
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Although the strength of the relationship was not as strong as for private college
counselors, students who said rankings were very important were more than twice as likely to
rely on the advice from their high school counselor in comparison with their peers who did not
find college rankings important (McDonough et al., 1998). High school counselors are thought to
be a more accessible resource than private college counselors, but they still can be very helpful
in the college choice process (Mulhern, 2020). For the students who took part in the Art &
Science Group surveys, around a third discussed rankings with their high school counselors (Art
& Science Group, 2013, 2016). By and large, students who utilize high school counselors are
those with greater social privilege, and the literature demonstrates that these students often make
use of college rankings (Bradshaw et al., 2001; McDonough et al., 1998).

In addition, students who frequently ask their teachers for advice also utilize college
rankings at high rates (McDonough et al., 1998). Students who asked a teacher for advice
perhaps received valuable knowledge that will help them in college, so these students have
greater social privilege than students who did not consult their teachers. McDonough et al.’s
(1998) study provides evidence that as a student’s reliance on rankings increases, so does their
likelihood of asking their high school teacher for advice after class.

Closing the Gap in the Literature

This study contributes to the literature by providing a recent profile of the type of
students who consider college rankings important when deciding where to attend college. This
study is especially needed as there are very few studies or surveys that comprehensively address
this topic. McDonough et al.’s (1998) study provides the greatest insight regarding the
experiences and characteristics related to incoming college students’ reliance on newsmagazine

rankings. However, given that the study relied on data collected nearly 30 years ago, it is
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important to determine what, if anything, has changed in the profile of students who use college
rankings in their college choice process. Accordingly, this study closes the gap in the literature
regarding a more current investigation into the types of students who make use of college
rankings.

Furthermore, this study adds to the literature by determining the extent to which privilege
predicts students’ likelihood of using rankings. Studies that have investigated students’ use of
rankings largely have not comprehensively examined how privilege impacts utilization of
rankings (Bradshaw et al., 2001; Hossler & Foley, 1995; Howard, 2002; Kim & Gasman, 2011;
McDonough et al., 1998; Teranishi et al., 2004). McDonough et al.’s (1998) study does make use
of Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction to hypothesize that students with greater access to
capital are those who make use of rankings, yet as previously mentioned, the data from
McDonough et al.’s study was collected almost 30 years ago. As such, this study provides
updated information on whether students with greater privilege are those students who utilize
rankings when deciding where to attend college.

Merton’s Concept of Anticipatory Socialization

After the first analysis aimed at understanding how privilege impacts students’ use of
rankings, this study moves to explore if the use of rankings provides certain advantages to
students’ psychosocial outcomes during college. Before addressing how the use of college
rankings might alter students’ outcomes, the following section will explain how the theory of
anticipatory socialization provides context for why students who use college rankings might have
distinct expectations for their time in college. More particularly, these expectations might differ
from the expectations of students who do not use college rankings, and as such, these unalike

expectations might cause these student groups to have unique experiences while in college. The
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following section will first review Merton’s (1968) theory of anticipatory socialization and how
it has been applied to higher education, and finally, this section goes into depth regarding how
the study utilizes the ideas of anticipatory socialization.
Development and Explanation of Merton’s Theory

In 1968, Merton developed the concept of anticipatory socialization, which he defined as
the following: “the acquisition of values and orientations found in statuses and groups in which
one is not yet engaged but which one is likely to enter” (Merton, 1968, p. 438). The theory is
based on a previous study Merton (1968) conducted looking at members of the United States
military and the privates who aspired to become officers. Merton (1968) concluded that privates
who matched the behaviors and attitudes of officers were those more likely to be promoted. In
other words, privates who took on the officers’ values had a less demanding adjustment to their
future role as officers because of their anticipatory socialization experience (Merton, 1968). The
theory of anticipatory socialization has shaped many studies in a variety of fields (Marsh, 2010),
and applications of the theory include examining how individuals prepare for and adjust to
retirement (Curl & Ingram, 2013), investigating why high school age students use marijuana
(Mauss, 1969), looking at the transition from middle to high school (Waerdahl, 2005), learning
how the sex of an unborn child affects a mother’s future behavior (Barnes, 2015), and
demonstrating how pre-professional programs can aid in future professional success (O’Brien,
2018).

Merton (1968) identified two main purposes of anticipatory socialization when a member
of an outside group is transitioning to a new role: (1) smooth transitions between roles and (2)
reductions to the “abruptiveness and discontinuity of individual reorientations required”

(Marshall & Hill, 1968, p. 2). Additionally, individuals who go through the anticipatory
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socialization process are more likely to become a member of their new group (Merton, 1968).
However, there often is a cost of the anticipatory socialization process in that an individual is
removing themselves from their current group to become part of a new group (Merton, 1968;
Yamaguchi, 1998).

Merton (1968) describes how anticipatory socialization can be done intentionally through
a formal training program, and Merton defines this process as “deliberate” (p. 349). However,
Merton (1968) believed that most of the anticipatory socialization experience is often “implicit,
unwitting, and informal” (p. 349). Merton (1968) expounds on how this form of anticipatory
socialization is not done by those who are to officially train an individual for a future role, but
informal anticipatory socialization can happen in these more formal settings. For example, in
schools, individuals learn outside of the skills they are taught in the classroom; individuals learn
from unspoken behavioral cues and decipher how to act in a future role as a result (Merton,
1968). Merton (1968) discusses how individuals who experience this informal type of
anticipatory socialization often go through this process unnoticed, while anticipatory
socialization experiences that are more formal are more prominent and seen by others. The
examples Merton (1968) gives for the latter include “celebrative rites of passage” or “legally
enacted changes of status” (p. 349).
Anticipatory Socialization: Application to Higher Education and This Study

Kamens (1981) adapted the ideas of anticipatory socialization to better understand
educational institutions and their role in socializing students. The anticipatory socialization
process begins even before students arrive at college in what Kamens (1981) calls “pre-entry
effects”. These pre-entry effects take place when a student starts to imagine what it is like to

attend their institution of choice and be a student there (DeAngelo, 2008; Kamens, 1981). Pre-
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entry effects are powerful in that they set up expectations regarding the college experience and
future opportunities, and they also shape an individual’s self-concept and ambitions (DeAngelo,
2008; Kamens, 1981). Once on campus, students work steadfastly to assimilate by adopting the
values and norms of their campus (DeAngelo, 2010; Kamens, 1981). In conclusion, pre-entry
effects are a pivotal aspect of this study in that they help us understand why students might have
different college experiences after arriving on campus.

In this study, given that the use of rankings provides additional information to students
and their families (McDonough et al., 1998), students’ use of rankings will shape their
anticipatory socialization experiences. Thus, a student’s use of college rankings will set up
expectations before the student arrives on campus. It is very possible that students who do and do
not use college rankings have different expectations for their time in college. A student’s valuing
of rankings can be thought of as a pre-entry effect as these effects may shape a student’s
expectations even before the student steps foot on campus (DeAngelo, 2008; Kamens, 1981).
Another important note is that these pre-entry effects often lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy
when a student adapts their behavior to better align with their expectations (DeAngelo, 2008;
Kamens, 1981). These expectations have the potential to alter students’ outcomes, and this study
examines three particular outcomes to see how the use of rankings may operate in different ways
for students. This study looks into sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall
satisfaction at the end of the first year, and this study also delves into overall satisfaction upon
graduation. In conclusion, the use of rankings will likely impact a student’s anticipatory
socialization experience, and this study attempts to understand how the use of rankings affects

student outcomes.

34



While no scholars have investigated how the use of rankings impacts sense of belonging,
academic adjustment, and satisfaction, Chang et al.’s (2008) study did partially examine the use
of rankings in regard to biomedical/behavioral science major persistence. Using HERI data,
Chang et al. (2008) inspected whether the status of an institution affected a student’s persistence
in a biomedical or behavioral science major. The scholars defined the status of an institution as
many factors including not only institutional characteristics like selectivity but also student
perceptions like the student’s view of the institution’s reputation (Chang et al., 2008). One of the
variables in the student’s view of the institution’s reputation measure is the use of rankings
variable with the idea that a student’s view of their college’s reputation is influenced by college
rankings (Chang et al., 2008). One of the takeaways from the study is that students who have a
positive view of their institution’s reputation are more likely to persist in biomedical/behavioral
science majors, which points to how students’ beliefs about their institution are powerful forces
in students’ future successes (Chang et al., 2008).

This study also has the possibility to extend other findings supporting the work of
Kamens (1981), yet this study deviates from Chang et al.’s (2008) study in its aim to more
clearly and explicitly explore how a student’s use of rankings affects their outcomes.
Additionally, this study considers the possible indirect effect of considering rankings on later
outcomes in college; the use of rankings may lead to students becoming involved on campus in
particular ways, which may contribute to their academic adjustment, sense of belonging, and
overall satisfaction. Accordingly, this study provides new information on student perceptions and

outcomes in contexts that have not been studied to this date.
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Association between Use of Rankings and Sense of Belonging, Academic Adjustment, and
Overall Satisfaction

With an understanding of how students’ valuing of rankings might prime them for
different college expectations versus students who do not use rankings, this next section will
elaborate on why students who use college rankings might have more realistic expectations about
their time in college. These expectations are formed largely through the use of information in the
rankings, which results in students finding an institution that is a good fit for them. Because this
study examines how the use of college rankings affects students’ sense of belonging, academic
adjustment, and overall satisfaction, it is important to keep in mind that both perceived student-
institutional fit and students’ expectations can influence psychosocial outcomes.
Sense of Belonging

Students’ use of rankings leads them to make more informed choices about which college
to attend, and this better fit could result in more realistic expectations about one’s college
experience. As such, students could feel a stronger sense of belonging to their campus as a result
of having expectations that better match their actual college experience. Hurtado and Carter
(1997) were some of the first scholars to study sense of belonging, and the scholars considered
sense of belonging to be a psychological outcome. More specifically, Hurtado and Carter (1997)
defined sense of belonging as “the individual’s view of whether he or she feels included in the
college community” (p. 327). This study utilizes HERI’s sense of belonging construct, which is
defined as the following: “the extent to which students feel a sense of academic and social
integration on campus” (Higher Education Research Institute, 2017, p. 20).

Students who believe they chose an institution that is a good fit typically feel an

increased sense of belonging to their institution (Nora, 2004; Plummer, 2018). Students often
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attend a certain institution because they believe the institution will meet their needs, and
consequently, these students feel a strong connection to their college (Nora, 2004). In addition to
choosing an institution that is a solid fit, students’ use of the informational aspect of rankings
could also prime them to form expectations that reflect their actual college experience, and
students’ expectations about their future sense of belonging can shape their experience while on
campus (Hausmann et al., 2007; Kantanis, 2000; Keup, 2007; Pleitz et al., 2015). In particular,
scholars report that when expectations are not met regarding sense of belonging, students
consequently feel a weaker sense of belonging as a result (Hausmann et al., 2007; Kantanis,
2000; Pleitz et al., 2015). In conclusion, this study investigates whether students’ use of rankings
factors into their later sense of belonging.
Academic Adjustment

Students’ use of rankings assists them in selecting an institution that aligns with their
skills, interests, and goals, and, as a result, these students likely have a better understanding of
what to expect academically. Consequently, it follows that students’ use of rankings could lead
them to have a smoother transition to the academic demands of college. Academic adjustment is
frequently defined as how successful students are at coping with the educational demands of
college (Baker & Siryk, 1989; Melendez, 2006), and this study utilizes HERI’s ease of academic
adjustment construct.

For students who select an institution that they think is a good fit, these students typically
have an easier time adjusting to the academic demands of college in comparison with their peers
(Denson & Bowman, 2015; Martin & Williams-Dixon, 1991; Nora, 2004). Additionally, for
students who have a more realistic idea about what to expect academically, these students also

have a less difficult transition in regard to their academic adjustment (Cook & Leckey, 1999;

37



Kantanis, 2000; Smith & Wertlieb, 2005). Students’ use of rankings could assist them in finding
an institution that is a better fit academically and socially, and as a result, these students likely
know what to expect for their college experience. As such, this study investigates whether
students’ use of rankings affects their academic adjustment measured at the end of their freshman
year.
Overall Satisfaction

Students who make use of the informational aspect of rankings likely will be satisfied
with their institution as a result of attending an institution that is a good fit for them, which helps
with forming realistic expectations about one’s time in college. Astin states that examining
overall satisfaction “covers the students’ subjective experience during the college years and
perceptions of the value of educational experience” (Astin, 1993, p. 273). HERI’s overall
satisfaction construct measures how satisfied students are with their comprehensive college
experience (Higher Education Research Institute, 2017), and this study uses HERI’s construct to
conceptualize satisfaction.

Students who perceive they are attending an institution that is a good fit often have higher
overall satisfaction (Bowman & Denson, 2014; Gilbreath et al., 2011; Nora, 2004; Plummer,
2018; Williams, 1987). More specifically, students who thoroughly research colleges to choose
an institution that best fits their needs frequently are more satisfied with both their college choice
and overall college experience (Hossler et al., 1999; Nora, 2004). As a result of choosing an
institution that is a good fit, students likely form pragmatic expectations about their time in
college. There is a clear link between a student’s expectations and their future satisfaction
(Beloucif et al., 2018; Gopal et al., 2021; Rosenbaum et al., 2016; Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017)

as too high expectations often result in lower satisfaction (Alves & Raposo, 2007; Eskildsen et
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al., 1999; Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017). This might not be the case for students who use college
rankings as they are making a more informed choice about which college to attend. Accordingly,
this study determines if the use of college rankings impacts students’ first-year and senior-year
overall satisfaction.
Relevance to Study

Students who come to college with more realistic expectations about their satisfaction,
sense of belonging, and academic adjustment frequently have stronger outcomes, and the same
can be said for the outcomes of students who believe their institution is a good fit (Alves &
Raposo, 2007; Cook & Leckey, 1999; Kantanis, 2000; Nora, 2004; Pleitz et al., 2015; Plummer,
2018; Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017). Students who use college rankings are likely choosing an
institution that matches their personal preferences, and as a result of choosing an institution that
fits well with their needs, these students’ expectations about their college experience will likely
match what they will actually experience while on campus. In closing, this study explores
whether students’ use of rankings ultimately has an effect on their sense of belonging, academic

adjustment, and overall satisfaction.

Other Factors that Impact Students’ Psychosocial Outcomes
As previously mentioned, the use of rankings likely shapes a student’s anticipatory
socialization experience, so students who use rankings presumably have distinct expectations for
their time in college. These expectations could be related to both students’ in-college experiences
and their outcomes, so this section will explore how students’ use of rankings might shape
expectations surrounding campus racial climate, student-faculty interaction, involvement in
extracurricular activities, and academic self-concept. The following section also elaborates on

how these in-college experiences relate to this study’s outcomes of interest, especially as it is
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important to investigate how other covariates impact students’ psychosocial outcomes. With all
of that being said, this study examines the extent to which the use of rankings contributes to
students’ anticipatory socialization as they transition to college. If the anticipatory socialization
process does cause students to form expectations about certain in-college experiences, the impact
of the use of rankings should diminish as these in-college experiences are added to the regression
models.

Campus Racial Climate

Relevance to Use of Rankings

Campus racial climate is often defined as “a part of the institutional context that includes
community members’ attitudes, perceptions, behaviors, and expectations around issues of race,
ethnicity, and diversity” (Hurtado et al., 2008, p. 205). This study makes use of HERI’s negative
cross-racial interaction construct, which measures students’ experiences with and perceptions of
interactions with students from different racial/ethnic backgrounds (Higher Education Research
Institute, 2017). Several studies that examine campus racial climate have made use of campus
racial climate measures that are similar to HERI’s negative cross-racial interaction construct
(Cabrera et al., 1999; Johnson et al., 2007; Locks et al., 2008; Mack et al., 1997; Ncube et al.,
2018).

Students who use rankings could be more aware of the racial tension on campus, but at
the same time, they also might be more cognizant of the type of support/resources on campus
that could help them feel less of the effects of the campus racial climate. As such, does the effect
of campus racial climate vary based on whether a student used college rankings? This study
examines if the use of rankings acts as a buffer against a hostile campus racial climate; in other

words, the use of rankings could mitigate the direct effects of hostile campus racial climates.
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Differences in Perceptions of Campus Racial Climate by Race

Students of color more frequently report feeling a poor campus racial climate in
comparison with white students (Fischer, 2010; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; Leath
& Chavous, 2018; Mack et al., 1997; Rankin & Reason, 2005). For example, Mack et al. (1997)
surveyed students who attended small private colleges in California. Looking at 12 items to
measure interracial climate, Mack et al. (1997) found that overall, white students had a more
positive view of the interracial climate than black students. Furthermore, black students often
defined their campus as hostile and uninviting (Mack et al., 1997). Specifically, black students
felt that other students seemed uneasy around them, and this sentiment aligns well with how
HERI measures negative cross-racial interaction (Higher Education Research Institute, 2017;
Mack et al., 1997). Additionally, Fischer’s (2010) study reaffirms that white students have more
favorable perceptions of the campus racial climate than students of color. Fischer (2010)
analyzed data from 4,000 students who took the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen. The
campus racial climate measure consisted of several variables: hearing derogatory remarks made
by other students, receiving an unfair grade because of one’s race, being discouraged to take a
class because of one’s race, and experiencing other problems on campus because of one’s race
(Fischer, 2010). Black students had the greatest perception of a negative campus racial climate
among all races, and white students thought at the lowest rates that their campus had a negative
racial climate (Fischer, 2010). Asian and Hispanic students had perceptions of the campus racial
climate more consistent with black students (Fischer, 2010). In conclusion, white students often
think more positively of the campus racial climate in comparison with students of color (Fischer,
2010; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; Leath & Chavous, 2018; Mack et al., 1997;

Rankin & Reason, 2005).
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Relationship to Sense of Belonging

Several studies have demonstrated that a negative campus racial climate can weaken
students’ sense of belonging (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Locks et al., 2008;
Nufiez, 2009). Using data from the 2004 National Study of Living Learning Programs, Johnson
et al. (2007) discovered that for African American, Asian Pacific Islander, multiracial, and white
students, their perceptions of the campus racial climate significantly impacted their sense of
belonging; however, this was not true for Hispanic students. Johnson’s measure of campus racial
climate relates very closely to HERI’s negative cross-racial interaction construct; both measures
examine the extent to which students feel respected by and comfortable with students of other
races (Higher Education Research Institute, 2017; Johnson et al., 2007). Locks et al.’s (2008)
study differed from Johnson et al.’s (2007) study in that Locks et al. (2008) did not disaggregate
different racial groups for students of color. More particularly, Locks et al. (2008) found that for
both white students and students of color, students who had frequent positive interactions with
diverse peers had a stronger sense of belonging. Similarly, HERI’s measure of negative cross-
racial interaction also deals with students’ interactions with diverse peers (Higher Education
Research Institute, 2017). Finally, studies analyzing data from the National Survey of Hispanic
Students (Hurtado & Carter, 1997) and the Diverse Democracy Project (Nufiez, 2009) found that
perceptions of and experiences with more hostile campus racial climates contributed to a reduced
sense of belonging for Latino students.
Relationship to Academic Adjustment

Studies examining how campus racial climate affects academic adjustment often
conclude that the more negatively a student feels about the campus racial climate, the less able

they are to adjust to the academic demands of college (Cabrera et al., 1999; Hurtado et al., 2007;
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LeSure, 1994; Solorzano et al., 2000). Hurtado et al. (2007) examined how perceptions of a
hostile racial climate affected students’ success at managing the academic environment, which
was a measure containing all four of the variables in HERI’s academic adjustment construct. For
underrepresented minority students, students who felt their campus had a hostile racial climate
were not able to manage the academic environment as well as their peers who did not perceive a
hostile racial climate (Hurtado et al., 2007). Cabrera et al.’s (1999) study dealt with academic
development, which they defined as perceived gains in learning. More particularly, African
American students who perceived more prejudice on campus reported lower academic
development (Cabrera et al., 1999), but the same relationship did not occur for white students.
Like with HERI’s negative cross-racial interaction construct (Higher Education Research
Institute, 2017), Cabrera et al.’s (1999) conceptualization of perceptions of prejudice also
attempted to determine if students had hostile interactions with students of another race/ethnicity.
Also for Latino students, campus racial climate predicts academic adjustment (Fischer,
2007; Hurtado et al., 1996). In Hurtado et al.’s (1996) study of Latino students who were top
achievers on the PSAT, students who perceived racial/ethnic tension on campus were not able to
adjust to the academic demands of college as well as students who did not perceive racial/ethnic
tension. Hurtado et al. (1996) used the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire measure of
academic adjustment, along with their own measure of perceptions of racial/ethnic tension. This
measure was a factor which combined survey items like if students of different races/ethnicities
communicated well with each other and if there was a lot of racial conflict on campus (Hurtado
et al., 1996). Likewise, Fischer’s (2007) study saw that for Hispanic students, perceptions of a
negative campus racial climate impacted cumulative GPA measured at the beginning of a

student’s sophomore year.
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Relationship to Overall Satisfaction

Finally, several studies have found that students who have more positive perceptions of
the campus racial climate are often more satisfied with their overall college experience (Fischer,
2010; Helm et al., 1998; Milem et al., 2005; Museus et al., 2008; Ncube et al., 2018). Looking at
students of all races at the University of Maryland College Park, Helm et al. (1998) used their
own campus climate questionnaire to discover a negative correlation between satisfaction and
perception of racial tension. In their questionnaire, Helm et al. (1998) defined racial tension as
perception of racial conflict on campus, and Helm et al. defined overall satisfaction as the belief
that one’s college experience was academically and socially rewarding (Ancis et al., 2000).

Using 2016 Student Experience in the Research University survey data, Ncube et al.
(2018) saw a significant positive correlation between perceptions of respect for students of
different races/ethnicities and satisfaction with both academic and social experiences on campus.
In addition, the respect for students of different races/ethnicities variable predicted both
academic and social satisfaction in the linear regression models, demonstrating that perceptions
of campus racial climate can impact students’ satisfaction (Ncube et al., 2018). It should be noted
that Ncube et al.’s (2018) measure of respect for students of different races/ethnicities relates to
HERTI’s negative cross-racial interaction construct in that both measures aim to understand if
students of different races/ethnicities feel respected by others on campus (Higher Education
Research Institute, 2017). Lastly, Museus et al. (2008) utilized data from the Beginning
Postsecondary Students study to examine the relationship between perceptions of campus racial
climate and degree completion. Relevant to this study, students who were satisfied with the
campus racial climate also were generally satisfied with their overall college experience, and this

was true for students from a variety of racial groups (Museus et al., 2008).
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Student-Faculty Interaction

Relevance to Use of Rankings

Students who make use of rankings likely have done extensive research on their chosen
institution, and consequently, they likely are aware of what they should expect regarding student-
faculty interaction. Their personality could match the culture of student-faculty interaction on
campus. For example, students might come to an understanding that they will need to seek out
faculty on campus, but perhaps they know they are comfortable doing so. Consequently, these
students might have more situational awareness of the academic environment versus the students
who do not make use of rankings.
Relationship to Sense of Belonging

The literature demonstrates that there is a link between student-faculty interaction and
sense of belonging (Booker, 2016; Freeman et al., 2007; Glass et al., 2015; Hausmann et al.,
2007; Hoffman et al., 2002; Kim & Lundberg, 2016; Meeuwisse et al., 2010; Vaccaro et al.,
2015). More particularly, student-faculty interaction helps to increase students’ sense of
belonging, and several studies using student questionnaires have come to this conclusion
(Freeman et al., 2007; Hausmann et al., 2007; Hoffman et al., 2002; Kim & Lundberg, 2016;
Meeuwisse et al., 2010). In addition, interviews with a wide variety of student groups including
international students, African American women, and students with disabilities have also
confirmed this finding that students who have frequent, positive interactions with their professors
often feel a stronger sense of belonging to their institution (Booker, 2016; Glass et al., 2015;

Vaccaro et al., 2015).

Relationship to Academic Adjustment
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Like with sense of belonging, student-faculty interaction also significantly shapes
students’ first-year academic adjustment (Boulter, 2002; Chhuon & Hudley, 2008; Lamport,
1993; Pascarella, 1985; Seving & Gizir, 2014; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1980). In fact, Delaney
(2008) used YFCY data at a single institution to discover that the more students interacted with
faculty, the easier it was for them to adjust to the academic demands of college, which supported
findings from earlier studies (Boulter, 2002; Hurtado et al., 1996). Furthermore, Chhuon and
Hudley (2008) used interviews to conclude that having quality interactions with faculty helps
with students’ academic adjustment.

Relationship to Overall Satisfaction

Finally, several scholars have consistently found that student-faculty interaction is one of,
if not the most important, factor in explaining students’ overall satisfaction (Astin, 1977; Endo &
Harpel, 1982; Ko, 2011; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1976; Siming et al., 2015; Wilson et al., 1975).
Using several years of HERI data and examining over 200,000 students, Astin (1977) found that
student-faculty interaction predicted students’ overall satisfaction more than any other student or
institutional variable. Other scholars have also tested the relationship between student-faculty
interaction and overall satisfaction, noting this relationship to be particularly strong (Cotten &
Wilson, 2006; Endo & Harpel, 1982; Ko, 2011; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1976; Siming et al.,
2015). In addition, qualitative studies utilizing student focus groups have also echoed this
finding; students who are in contact with their professors feel listened to and accepted, which
boosts their satisfaction (Cotten & Wilson, 2006).

Involvement in Extracurricular Activities

Relevance to Use of Rankings
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Because students who use rankings have made use of the information in rankings when
deciding where to attend college, they likely have an idea of the extracurricular activities offered
at their college. They are probably aware of the popular extracurricular activities and perhaps
what clubs or organizations they would like to take part in. As a result, these students can join
clubs of interest upon arriving to campus whereas their peers who do not make use of rankings
might need more time getting to know the various extracurricular activities at their college.
Relationship to Sense of Belonging

Students who are involved in extracurricular activities feel more connected to their
campus, therefore increasing their sense of belonging (Johnson et al., 2007; Montelongo, 2002),
and scholars have used a variety of methods to consistently come to this conclusion (Bentrim &
Henning, 2022; Bowman et al., 2019; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Strayhorn,
2018; Vaccaro & Newman, 2016; Wiseman et al., 2004). Based on analysis of student survey
data, research has found that being part of a student organization positively affects Latino
students’ sense of belonging (Hurtado & Carter, 1997) and that more frequent extracurricular
involvement more generally contributes to a stronger sense of belonging (Bowman et al., 2019;
Wiseman et al., 2004). These relationships have been reinforced in qualitative research (Vaccaro
& Newman, 2016; Van Gijn-Grosvenor & Huisman, 2020).

Relationship to Overall Satisfaction

There is also a plethora of research supporting the idea that students who are involved in
extracurricular activities on campus are habitually satisfied with their overall college experience
(Astin, 1977; De Sisto et al., 2022; King et al., 2021; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Webber et
al., 2013). Astin’s (1977) previously mentioned study using HERI data discovered that the more

time students spent taking part in student clubs and organizations, the more satisfied they were
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with their college experience. This finding has also been validated using more recent data from
the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) (Webber et al., 2013) and surveys of
students at several universities (De Sisto et al., 2022; King et al., 2021). Students’ active
involvement in student organizations reinforces them wanting to have a favorable college
experience, which in turn leads to greater satisfaction (Astin, 1977; Pascarella & Terenzini,
1991).

Academic Self-Concept

Relevance to Use of Rankings

Students who use rankings are making an informed choice about where to enroll in
college, and as such, they are likely attending an institution that is a solid fit for them.
Consequently, they likely feel confident about their academic abilities as a result of being at an
institution that is aligned with them academically. As a result, it is possible that students who use
rankings have stronger academic self-concept than students who do not use rankings and may be

more constrained in their college choice.

Relationship to Academic Adjustment

Students with high levels of academic self-concept are often those students who can more
easily adjust to the academic demands of college, and several studies using student
questionnaires have reaffirmed this finding (Boulter, 2002; Chemers et al., 2001; De Clercq et
al., 2013; Falls, 2001; Haktanir et al., 2021; Kamel, 2018; Martin et al., 1999; Robbins et al.,
2004; Wouters et al., 2011). Some studies have made use of the Student Adaptation to College
Questionnaire’s academic adjustment subscale, finding that higher levels of academic self-

efficacy lead to greater academic adjustment (Kamel, 2018; Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols, 2007).
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Additionally, using TFS data, Falls (2001) confirmed this relationship between academic self-
concept and academic adjustment.
Closing Thoughts

This section provides information on how the use of rankings can impact a student’s
anticipatory socialization experience by helping the student form expectations for college
regarding campus racial climate, student-faculty interaction, involvement in extracurricular
activities, and academic self-concept. This section also elaborates on how these in-college
experiences have a relationship with one or more of the outcomes of interest for this study. For
students who use rankings, the anticipatory socialization process could cause these students to
have a better understanding of what to expect for their college experience, which likely affects
their outcomes. This study determines if anticipatory socialization is at work by inspecting
whether the effect of the use of rankings diminishes as students’ in-college experiences are
introduced to the regression models. This decrease would occur not only because the use of
rankings has a relationship with in-college experiences but also because both the use of rankings
and the in-college experiences predict the outcomes of interest. As such, this study provides
information on the extent to which the anticipatory socialization process affects both in-college
experiences and psychosocial outcomes for students who use rankings.

Conclusion

In closing, one of the ways in which this study adds to the literature is by providing an
updated profile of students who use college rankings when deciding where to continue their
educational journey. While this topic was investigated by McDonough et al. (1998) using 1995
HERI data, almost 30 years has passed, and a more current look into this topic is needed. Like

McDonough et al.’s (1998) study, this study makes use of Bourdieu’s theory of social
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reproduction (Bourdieu, 2018), and as such, this study determines if privilege affects students’
use of rankings when deciding where to attend college.

Looking at the use of rankings as an indication of informational capital, this study
examines whether students’ use of college rankings impacts their sense of belonging, academic
adjustment, and overall satisfaction after their first year of college, and this study also explores
how the use of rankings impacts overall satisfaction upon graduation. Drawing from Merton’s
concept of anticipatory socialization, students who use rankings might come to college with
different expectations for their college experience in comparison with students who do not make
use of rankings. Because of students’ utilization of the informational aspect of rankings, these
students likely choose an institution that is a good fit for them, and students who believe they are
attending an institution that is a good fit often have stronger sense of belonging, academic
adjustment, and satisfaction (Denson & Bowman, 2015; Nora, 2004; Plummer, 2018).

In addition, students who use rankings likely form realistic expectations for their time in
college as a result of conducting extensive research on their institution of choice. The literature
demonstrates that student expectations that are too high can negatively influence students’
outcomes (Alves & Raposo, 2007; Cook & Leckey, 1999; Kantanis, 2000; Pleitz et al., 2015;
Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017). Therefore, students who use rankings might have more positive
sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and satisfaction than their peers who do not use
rankings.

Students who use rankings also might have expectations about certain in-college
experiences, such as student-faculty interaction. These in-college experiences have the ability to
affect students’ outcomes (Booker, 2016; Delaney, 2008; Haktanir et al., 2021; Johnson et al.,

2007; Ncube et al., 2018; Siming et al., 2015; Solorzano et al., 2000; Webber et al., 2013).
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Importantly, these in-college experiences can help to discover the extent to which anticipatory
socialization is at work. All in all, this study contributes to the literature because there are very
few studies examining how students’ use of rankings shapes their college experience (Clarke,
2007). The following chapter discusses the methodology used to answer this study’s two

research questions.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

The intent of this study was to first provide a profile of the students who use college
rankings to aid in their college decision, and secondly, this study examined whether students’ use
of college rankings significantly relates to their first-year sense of belonging, academic
adjustment, and overall satisfaction, as well as satisfaction by the end of their senior year. This
study applied Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction, as I hypothesized that students who use
rankings have greater privilege than those students who do not use rankings. Exploring the
differences between these groups helped to better isolate the effect of considering rankings on
sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction. This study also drew from the
theory of anticipatory socialization to examine if the valuing of rankings impacts students’
psychosocial outcomes, while also investigating if the valuing of rankings predisposes students
to participate in certain activities while in college, such as interacting with faculty or becoming
more involved in extracurricular and other social activities.

The data for this study came from the Higher Education Research Institute’s student
surveys. To answer the first research question and determine the profile of students who utilize
rankings in their college choice, this study employed logistic regression models using data from
entering freshman students. Because students who use rankings likely have greater privilege, this
study leveraged parameter estimates from the initial logistic regression models to calculate
propensity scores and then relied on inverse probability of treatment weighting to adjust the
sample and account for the selection bias issue associated with the use of rankings. A
combination of t-tests and linear regression models helped to answer the second research

question, which is focused on whether there are differences in sense of belonging, academic
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adjustment, and overall satisfaction between students who do and do not find college rankings
important in their college choice.

This chapter’s main purpose is to describe in detail the methodological approach for this
study. First, this chapter begins by examining the hypotheses for this study’s research questions.
In addition, the chapter provides more information on the study’s data source, independent and
dependent variables, and analytical approach. This chapter will also elaborate on how the
theoretical frameworks guide the methodological choices, and the chapter ends by describing the
limitations of the study.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

The following section will dive into the hypothesis for each research question, and the
rationale for each hypothesis will also be provided. The reasoning behind the study’s hypotheses
is largely drawn from the literature mentioned in Chapter 2, and this study’s theoretical
frameworks also informed the hypotheses.

1. What demographic characteristics and pre-college experiences distinguish students who
prioritize the use of college rankings in national magazines in their search process versus
those who do not find rankings to be important?

Hypothesis for Research Question 1: 1 hypothesized that students with greater economic,
cultural, social, and academic privilege would be the students who make use of rankings. To give
some examples, students who come from higher-income families will be more likely to utilize
rankings, along with students who have high GPAs and/or standardized test scores. Additionally,
students who focus on an institution’s reputation will prioritize rankings when deciding where to
attend college, and this will also be true for students who received college advice from

individuals like teachers, high school counselors, or private counselors. Finally, students who
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attend highly selective institutions will also make use of rankings. Table 3.1 provides more
information on the variables related to types of privilege, and I hypothesize that all of the
variables related to privilege will be significant when predicting students’ use of rankings in the
college search process.

Rationale for Hypothesis for Research Question 1: This study makes use of Bourdieu’s
theory of social reproduction (Bourdieu, 2018) to posit that students with greater privilege are
more likely to make use of rankings. Looking at the literature, McDonough et al. (1998) used
Freshman Survey data to discover the characteristics of students who utilize rankings, and the
authors found that students with increased economic, social, academic, and cultural privilege
used rankings at higher rates than their peers. In addition, numerous other studies have also
provided information on the relationship between privilege and utilization of rankings in the
college search process (Art & Science Group, 2002, 2016; Bradshaw et al., 2001; Hossler &
Foley, 1995; Howard, 2002; Kim & Gasman, 2011; Lipman Hearne, Inc., 2006; Morphew &
Swanson, 2011; Perna et al., 2021; Richards et al., 2018; Teranishi et al., 2004).

2. Controlling for relevant demographic characteristics, pre-college activities, and in-college
experiences, to what extent does a student’s reliance on rankings during the college
choice process contribute to differences by the end of the first (and/or senior) year of
college in:

a. Sense of belonging?
b. Academic adjustment?
c. Overall satisfaction?
Hypothesis for Research Question 2: 1 hypothesized that a baseline comparison (e.g., t-test,

simple regression) of sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction based on

54



whether students used rankings will reveal that students who use rankings would have a stronger
sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction. I also expected that a baseline
comparison of the outcomes based on rankings use would show differences for a weighted
comparison, which will account for the differences in pre-college characteristics predicting
students’ use of rankings. For the regression models, which included weighted data along with
in-college covariates, I speculated that differences in sense of belonging, academic adjustment,
and overall satisfaction would wane as in-college experiences enter the model, so ultimately,
there would be no significant differences in outcomes between students who relied on rankings
in searching for a college and those who did not.

Rationale for Hypothesis for Research Question 2: For the baseline, unweighted
comparison, it is likely that because students who use rankings presumably have greater privilege
than their peers who do not use rankings (Bourdieu, 2018), students who use rankings will have
stronger outcomes. Access to capital (Bourdieu, 2018) likely has a substantial effect on sense of
belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction. When accounting for these differences
in privilege, it is very likely that students who use rankings will still have stronger outcomes due
to the theory of anticipatory socialization (Kamens, 1981; Merton, 1968). Students who are
making use of the informational aspect of rankings are utilizing the information present in the
rankings to choose an institution that is a good fit for them. As a result, these students likely have
a realistic idea of what to expect for their college experience, which likely leads to more positive
outcomes. However, when adjusting for in-college covariates such as student-faculty interaction,
I believe that these measures will eliminate the differences based on the use of rankings. The
theory of anticipatory socialization (Kamens, 1981; Merton, 1968) suggests that for students who

use rankings, they are perhaps more likely to participate in certain activities while in college.
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Because these in-college activities all have a relationship with one or more of the outcomes of

interest in this study (Booker, 2016; Cabrera et al., 1999; De Sisto et al., 2022; Haktanir et al.,

2021; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Ncube et al., 2018; Seving & Gizir, 2014; Siming et al., 2015),

the impact of the use of rankings on psychosocial outcomes will consequently cease to exist.
Research Design

Data Source

The data in this study came from the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP)
at UCLA’s Higher Education Research Institute (HERI). Because CIRP has data for over 15
million students from 1,900 institutions spanning over 50 years, CIRP is considered the “most
comprehensive source of information on college students” (Higher Education Research Institute,
n.d.-a, para. 1). HERI administers a total of six surveys including the Freshman Survey (TFS),
Your First College Year Survey (YFCY), Diverse Learning Environments Survey (DLE),
College Senior Survey (CSS), Staff Climate Survey (SCS), and the Faculty Survey (FAC). For
the student-centered surveys, HERI’s focus on longitudinal data allows researchers to thoroughly
investigate the impact of college, and this study analyzed data from the TFS, YFCY, and CSS
surveys.

HERTI’s Freshman Survey examines students’ background characteristics, attitudes,
values, beliefs, pre-college experiences, and lifelong educational and career goals, and students
take this survey before or early on in their freshman year (Higher Education Research Institute,
n.d.-b). At the end of their freshman year, students have the opportunity to take the YFCY
survey, which asks a variety of the same demographic questions as the TFS, and the YFCY also
asks questions about academic experiences, student life, satisfaction, and self-rated skills (Higher

Education Research Institute, n.d.-d). As an exit survey before graduating college, students can
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take the CSS. The CSS focuses on college outcomes and post-college goals, and students provide
information on their cognitive and affective development, student-faculty interaction, degree
aspirations, and satisfaction with their college experience (Higher Education Research Institute,
n.d.-c).

This study analyzed data from the full 2015 TFS administration, and this data was
weighted to be nationally representative of the first-time, full-time freshmen entering four-year
colleges and universities in fall of 2015 (Eagan et al., 2015). This study also analyzed
longitudinal cohorts completing the YFCY and CSS between 2017 and 2019. This study
examined the first-year outcomes of students who entered college between 2016 and 2018, and
this study inspected overall satisfaction for college seniors who graduated college between 2017
and 2019. I included three years of YFCY and CSS data given the relatively limited range of
selectivity for the institutions that administered the surveys in 2017-2019. Furthermore, the
YFCY typically has a smaller sample size due to the number of institutions that administer the
survey, so having multiple years of data is necessary. Data collected during and after 2020 was
purposely excluded because of the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, which likely affected
students’ time in college.

Sample

Because this study used TFS, YFCY, and CSS data, there were multiple student samples.
For Research Question 1, the sample was 102,234 first-time, full-time students who completed
the 2015 TFS at 198 four-year institutions. HERI created a population weight to upwardly adjust
the sample to represent the more than 1,500,000 first-time, full-time undergraduate students who
began college at 1,574 four-year colleges and universities in the United States in fall 2015

(Eagan et al., 2015). To avoid artificially increasing the sample size for my analyses, I rescaled
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that weight by dividing the weight by the mean of the weight in the unweighted sample. For
Research Question 2 when examining first-year outcomes, the sample ranged from 14,289-
15,614 students who completed the YFCY survey between 2017 and 2019 and had
corresponding TFS data. Finally, to investigate senior-year overall satisfaction, the sample was
40,661 students who completed the CSS between 2017 and 2019 and had corresponding TFS
data.

Research Question 1: Variables and Analysis

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable for Research Question 1 related to whether students considered
rankings to have been important in their college decision. The TFS asks the following: “Below
are some reasons that might have influenced your decision to attend this particular college. How
important was each reason in your decision to come here?”. The relevant item in this survey
bank is rankings in national magazines, and students can state that rankings were not important,
somewhat important, or very important. In order to create a binary variable necessary for logistic
regression, the very important and somewhat important response options were combined,
indicating more broadly if students believed rankings were important in their college choice. The
combination of the very important and somewhat important response options matches how

McDonough et al. (1998) coded this variable in their study.

Independent Variables

I organized the independent variables into seven blocks, with each block representing a
key domain. This study made use of Astin’s Input-Environment-Output model (Astin & antonio,
2012), which calls for the creation of blocked variables to control for a student’s background

characteristics to better understand the student’s experience in college and outcome of interest.
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The Input-Environment-Output model first controls for inputs (such as demographic
characteristics) before adding a number of environment variables in the next blocks. In this
study, the first block was centered on student demographics, and the next four blocks each
contained variables related to a certain type of privilege (economic, academic, cultural, and
social). These blocks each focused on one type of privilege to determine how much more
improvement in fit was attained when adding different types of privilege to the prediction
equation. The sixth and seventh blocks accounted for the characteristics of the institutions
students attended, and Table 3.1 contains more information on the variables in each block. Many
of the included variables were also present in McDonough et al.’s (1998) study, yet McDonough
et al.’s blocks of variables did not revolve around types of privilege. Instead, McDonough et al.
(1998) had blocks of variables based on student demographic characteristics, the high school
experience, expectations for college and beyond, the college choice process, and institutional
characteristics. This study is innovative as including blocks of variables focused on different
types of privilege helped to determine how each type of privilege affects students’ use of
rankings.

None of the variables in the regression had over 15% missing data. For the first block,
deviation effect coding was utilized with the citizenship variable as this variable has 3 subgroups
(Duran et al., 2020); the income variable in Block 2 was also effect coded. Effect coding allows
the researcher to compare the mean of a subgroup of students to the overall group mean (Duran
et al., 2020; Mayhew & Simonoff, 2015). This is in contrast to choosing a reference group,
which is often the majority identity, and comparing the majority group with minoritized groups

continues to other these groups (Duran et al., 2020; Mayhew & Simonoff, 2015). When
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appropriate, for the other variables which are less focused on demographic characteristics,

reference groups were determined by examining the frequency information for each variable.

Table 3.1
List of Variables for Research Question 1

Variable

Response Values

Dependent Variable
Use of rankings

Block 1: Demographic Characteristics

Sex

White/Caucasian

African American/Black

American Indian/Alaska Native

East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean,
Taiwanese)

Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese,
Hmong, Filipino)

South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese,
Sri Lankan)

Other Asian

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto
Rican, Other Latino)

Other Race

Citizenship: U.S. citizen/permanent resident

Citizenship: International student

Citizenship: Other

Block 2: Economic Privilege
Income: Lower income ($0-$49,999)
Income: Middle income ($50,000-$199,999)

Income: Upper income ($200,000 or more)

Financial concern for paying for college: None

Financial concern for paying for college: Some

Financial concern for paying for college: Major

Worked for pay in high school: None

Worked for pay in high school: Less than 5
hours

Worked for pay in high school: 6-15 hours

Worked for pay in high school: More than 15
hours
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0=Not Important, I=Somewhat or Very

Important

0=Male, 1=Female

0=Not marked, 1=Marked
0=Not marked, 1=Marked
0=Not marked, 1=Marked

0=Not marked, 1=Marked
0=Not marked, 1=Marked

0=Not marked, 1=Marked

0=Not marked, 1=Marked
0=Not marked, 1=Marked

0=Not marked, 1=Marked

0=Not marked, 1=Marked
-1=U.S. citizen/permanent resident

1=International student, 0=Other, -1=U.S.

citizen/permanent resident

1=0Other, O=International student, -1=U.S.

citizen/permanent resident

-1=Lower income

1=Middle income, 0=Upper income,
-1=Lower income

1=Upper income, 0=Middle income,
-1=Lower income

0=No, 1=Yes

Reference Group

0=No, 1=Yes

Reference Group

0=No, 1=Yes
0=No, 1=Yes
0=No, 1=Yes



Could not afford first choice college

Block 3: Academic Privilege

Average grade in high school: B- or lower

Average grade in high school: B

Average grade in high school: B+

Average grade in high school: A-

Average grade in high school: A or A+

Block 4: Cultural Privilege

College reputation importance

Degree aspirations: Bachelor's degree or lower

Degree aspirations: Master's degree or J.D.

Degree aspirations: Doctorate or medical degree

Received college advice from private college
counselor

Deciding to go to college to prepare myself for
graduate or professional school: Not
important

Deciding to go to college to prepare myself for
graduate or professional school:
Somewhat important

Deciding to go to college to prepare myself for
graduate or professional school: Very
important

Status-seeking goals

Block 5: Social Privilege

Asked a teacher for advice after class

Received college advice from teacher

Received college advice from high school
counselor

Block 6: Institutional Characteristics

Institutional type

Institutional control

Block 7: Selectivity

Selectivity * (average standardized test scores)

0=Not Important, I=Somewhat or Very
Important

0=No, 1=Yes
0=No, 1=Yes
0=No, 1=Yes
0=No, 1=Yes
Reference Group

Continuous

Reference Group

0=No, 1=Yes

0=No, 1=Yes

0=Not Important, I=Somewhat or Very
Important

0=No, 1=Yes

Reference Group

0=No, 1=Yes
Continuous

0=Not at All, 1=Occasionally/Frequently

0=Not Important, I=Somewhat or Very
Important

0=Not Important, I=Somewhat or Very
Important

0=University, 1=4-year
0=Public, 1=Private

Continuous

2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.

Block 1: Demographic Characteristics. The first block focused on student demographic

characteristics including a student’s sex, race, and citizenship status. McDonough et al. (1998)

found that non-U.S. citizens were more likely to use rankings than U.S. citizens. In addition,

Asian American students were significantly more likely to report using rankings and Chicano/a
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students were less likely (McDonough et al., 1998), and this finding has been replicated in other
studies and surveys of students (Art & Science Group, 2013; Howard, 2002; Lipman Hearne,
Inc., 2006; Teranishi et al., 2004). The race question on the Freshman Survey asks students to
mark all of the races they identify with, so the total percentage for this variable is over 100%.
One advantage to this variable is that it allows for a more inclusive understanding of students
who identify as multiracial. This study follows the same approach as Teranishi et al. (2004) in
disaggregating the Asian student category into the different subgroups. Starting in 2015, the
Freshman Survey broke out the Asian American student group into several variables including
East Asian, Southeast Asian, South Asian, and other Asian. Disaggregating the overall Asian
American student group into its constituent subgroups paints a more accurate picture of the
diversity of Asian Americans without homogenizing the group as the “model minority”
(Teranishi et al., 2004). The Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto Rican, and other Latino race
variables were combined to create a Latino race variable. On a final note, 2018 was the first year
the Freshman Survey started asking students if they identified as gender queer/gender non-
conforming, so the 2015 administration only asked students if they identified as male or female.
Including a gender queer/gender non-conforming option helps to better understand the diversity
within gendered lives (Westbrook & Saperstein, 2015).

Block 2: Economic Privilege. The second block of variables had a focus on economic
privilege, and there were variables related to a student’s family income, employment during high
school, and a student’s ability to afford and pay for college. A student’s family income has been
shown to impact students’ use of rankings with students from higher-income families being more

likely to utilize rankings (Art & Science Group, 2002, 2016; Howard, 2002; McDonough et al.,
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1998; Teranishi et al., 2004). This study provides a more extensive look into how economic
privilege shapes students’ use of rankings.

Block 3: Academic Privilege. There was one variable related to academic privilege; this
variable was a student’s average grade in high school. Students with high GPAs use rankings at
higher rates (Bradshaw et al., 2001; McDonough et al., 1998). As such, this study included high
school GPA as a measure of academic privilege.

Block 4: Cultural Privilege. The fourth block of variables revolved around students’
cultural privilege. The five variables in this block include importance placed on a college’s
reputation, highest degree aspirations, college advice received from a private college counselor,
decision to go to college to prepare for graduate/professional school, and a factor related to
status-seeking goals. More information about this factor is found in Chapter 4. For McDonough
et al.’s (1998) study, students who said professional advice (including the advice from a private
counselor) was important to them in their college choice frequently utilized rankings, and this
was also true for students who said their college’s reputation was very important and for students
who had plans to attend graduate school. Altogether, these five variables in this block determined
how cultural privilege affects students’ use of rankings.

Block 5: Social Privilege. Students who have greater social privilege may be more likely
to place importance on college rankings when deciding where to attend college, and this was the
focus of Block 5. Students who have access to advice from teachers and high school counselors
have tended to rely more heavily on rankings in national magazines (McDonough et al., 1998).
Additionally, students who asked a teacher for advice generally are more likely to make use of
rankings (McDonough et al., 1998). In closing, this block had three variables to determine how

social privilege could influence a student’s use of rankings.
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Block 6: Institutional Characteristics. Block 6 considered the relationship between use
of rankings and type and control of institutions students attended. McDonough et al. (1998)
found that an institution’s type and control predict students’ use of rankings, and students who
attended private institutions (versus public institutions) and universities (versus four-year
colleges) were those students who made use of rankings. This study investigated the connection
between institutional characteristics and use of rankings.

Block 7: Selectivity. Finally, an institution’s selectivity was added in Block 7. Students
who attend highly selective institutions are more likely to place importance on college rankings
(McDonough et al., 1998). The selectivity variable was included in its own block given the
strong relationship between selectivity and importance placed on rankings.

Analysis

For Research Question 1, the main analytical technique was logistic regression to predict
if students found rankings important or not in their college decision. However, first, descriptive
statistics were utilized to provide a picture of the sample. Since most of the variables were
categorical, frequency information for each variable helped to better understand the students in
the study. For the remaining continuous variables, information about the variables’ means and
standard deviations rounded out this part of the descriptive analysis. In addition, variables were
cross tabulated with the use of rankings variable. This analysis was also completed by
McDonough et al. (1998), who reiterated that these cross-tabulations give insight into what types
of students find rankings important when deciding where to attend college.

The next stage of the analysis was to run logistic regression models in order to predict the
characteristics of students who find rankings important. Like previously mentioned, the use of

rankings variable was coded to be binary with 0 representing that rankings are not important and
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1 representing that rankings are important. Variables were entered into the models via the seven
blocks previously described. After each block of entered variables, I considered various
goodness-of-fit indices to evaluate the extent to which the model adequately fit the data. I
considered the classification table (percentage of cases correctly classified) (Peng et al., 2002),
significant improvement in the -2 log likelihood value, and improvement in the Hosmer-
Lemeshow chi-square statistic to evaluate the model after entering each block. Odds ratios
helped to describe the strength of association between each independent variable and the
dependent variable, and step-by-step beta changes were assessed with the addition of each block
of variables. Finally, a step-by-step beta table was used to present the step-by-step beta changes
in a straightforward manner.

Research Question 2: Variables and Analysis

Dependent Variables

The first dependent variable is students’ sense of belonging at the end of their first year of
college, and this study makes use of HERI’s sense of belonging construct. To measure latent
traits, HERI created several constructs using Item Response Theory, and these constructs appear
on the TFS, YFCY, and CSS (Sharkness et al., 2010). Additionally, these constructs can be used
both by institutions and researchers (Sharkness et al., 2010). HERI’s YFCY sense of belonging
construct measures the extent to which students feel like they are academically and socially
integrated on campus (Higher Education Research Institute, 2017). The specific items from the
YFCY survey included in this construct are the following: I feel I am a member of this college, I
feel a sense of belonging to this college, I see myself as part of the campus community, and if
asked, I would recommend this college to others. Students rate on a scale of strongly agree to

strongly disagree the extent to which they agree with each of the items.
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The second dependent variable is students’ ease of academic adjustment at the end of
their freshman year. Once again, this study employs one of HERI’s YFCY constructs. HERI’s
academic adjustment to college construct measures how easy it is for students to adjust to the
academic demands of college (Higher Education Research Institute, 2017). On the YFCY
survey, students are asked “since entering this college, how has it been to”, and the items
incorporated into this construct include understand what professors expect of you academically,
develop effective study skills, adjust to the academic demands of college, and manage your time
effectively. The response options include very easy, somewhat easy, somewhat difficult, and
very difficult.

Finally, this study focuses on students’ overall satisfaction at the end of their freshman
year and upon graduation, and accordingly, there are two dependent variables. To reiterate, these
two variables are overall satisfaction at the end of the freshman year and overall satisfaction
senior year, and HERI has an overall satisfaction construct for both the YFCY and CSS surveys.
While the two constructs are slightly different due to the nature of the questions on the YFCY
and CSS surveys, they both are a comprehensive measure of how satisfied students are with their
college experience (Higher Education Research Institute, 2017). The YFCY overall satisfaction
construct contains a total of four variables. Three of the variables relate to students’ satisfaction
with various aspects of their time in college. The relevant question asks the following: “Please
rate your satisfaction with your college in each area”, and students respond about the overall
quality of instruction, overall academic experience, and overall college experience. Response
options for the overall quality of instruction and overall college experience items include very
satisfied, satisfied, neutral, dissatisfied, and very dissatisfied. The response options for the

overall academic experience item are the same except for the addition of a can’t rate/no
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experience option. The final variable is a variable that asks students if they would choose the
same college again. More specifically, the question is the following: “If given the choice, would
you still choose to enroll at your current (or most recent) college?”. Students can select definitely
yes, probably yes, probably no, definitely no, or not sure yet. Like mentioned previously, the
CSS overall satisfaction construct deviates from the YFCY overall satisfaction construct; the
CSS overall satisfaction construct includes only three variables. One difference between the two
constructs is that the CSS construct does not ask about students’ satisfaction with the overall
academic experience. In addition, instead of asking students if they would still choose to enroll at
the same institution if given the choice, the CSS asks students a very similar but slightly different
question: “If you could make your college choice over, would you still choose to enroll at your
current college?”. All in all, the two constructs both assess students’ satisfaction with their

overall college experience.

Independent Variables

Use of Rankings. The use of rankings variable was coded the same way as in the first
research question, and this study uses inverse probability of treatment weighting to account for
the selection bias issue associated with the use of rankings. More information is provided later in
the chapter.

Blocks 1-5: Variables from Research Question 1. The student-centered variables from
the logistic regression models also were included in the linear regression models for Research
Question 2. More specifically, the linear regression models made use of Blocks 1-5 from the
logistic regression models as these blocks relate to student characteristics. Again, these variables
are listed in Table 3.1, and these variables likely are directly related to students’ psychosocial

outcomes. More specifically, we might expect differences by demographic characteristics and
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privilege in terms of how students develop a sense of belonging, adjust to college, and become
satisfied with their college experience.

Block 6: Cohort Year. The cohort year variable was entered into the linear regression
equation after the variables from Research Question 1. As this study is utilizing three years of
YFCY and CSS data, including a cohort year variable can help to account for any nuances in the
survey administrations, differing types of institutions participating in the survey year-to-year, or
any other factors that might bias the results.

Block 7: In-College Experiences. Several in-college variables were included in Block 7
of the regression models as these variables are expected to demonstrate potential indirect effects
of college rankings. When these variables are introduced to the models, there likely will be a
reduction in the predictive power of the use of rankings variable. Research has indicated that
these in-college measures (campus racial climate, student-faculty interaction, involvement in
extracurricular activities, academic self-concept) relate to the psychosocial outcomes this study is
examining (Booker, 2016; Delaney, 2008; Haktanir et al., 2021; Johnson et al., 2007; Ncube et
al., 2018; Siming et al., 2015; Solorzano et al., 2000; Webber et al., 2013).

Campus Racial Climate. Students who do and do not use college rankings might
experience different campus racial climates at their institutions as the use of rankings could act
as a buffer against a hostile campus racial climate. For all four regression models, the campus
racial climate variable serves as an independent variable as there is a relationship between
campus racial climate and sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction
(Hurtado et al., 2007; Johnson et al., 2007; LeSure, 1994; Locks et al., 2008; Museus et al., 2008;

Ncube et al., 2018). This study makes use of the YFCY and CSS negative cross-racial interaction
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constructs to measure campus racial climate. Both constructs measure how often students have
negative interactions with diverse peers (Higher Education Research Institute, 2017).

Student-Faculty Interaction. As mentioned in Chapter 2, students who use rankings
might have a strong awareness of what to expect regarding the student-faculty interaction on
their campuses. Student-faculty interaction has been shown to affect overall satisfaction,
academic adjustment, and sense of belonging (Astin, 1977; Booker, 2016; Delaney, 2008; Ko,
2011; Seving & Gizir, 2014; Siming et al., 2015; Vaccaro et al., 2015). Thus, this variable enters
the regression models for overall satisfaction (both first-year and upon graduation), first-year
academic adjustment, and first-year sense of belonging. For the first-year outcomes, this study
makes use of HERI’s YFCY faculty interaction: contact and communication construct. This
construct measures both the amount and type of contact students have with faculty, along with
how satisfied students are regarding their amount of contact with faculty (Higher Education
Research Institute, 2017). When looking at overall satisfaction upon graduation, this study
utilizes the CSS faculty interaction: mentorship construct, which is focused on the extent to
which students have faculty who mentor them in regard to both personal and academic issues
(Higher Education Research Institute, 2017).

Involvement in Extracurricular Activities. Students’ use of rankings might prime them
to better understand the student clubs and organizations on campus in comparison with the
students who do not make use of rankings. Involvement in extracurricular activities has been
linked with greater overall satisfaction and sense of belonging (Bowman et al., 2019; De Sisto et
al., 2022; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; King et al., 2021; Webber et al., 2013).
Accordingly, this variable is part of the regression models predicting overall satisfaction (both

first-year and upon graduation) and first-year sense of belonging. This study employs a variable
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on both the YFCY and CSS surveys that asks students how much time they spend participating
in student clubs/groups in a typical week, so this study considers the number of hours that
students are participating in student clubs/groups at large.

Academic Self-Concept. Chapter 2 details why students who use college rankings could
have stronger first-year academic self-concept than students who do not use rankings. Research
shows that students with stronger academic self-concept have an easier time adjusting to the
academic demands of college (Haktanir et al., 2021; Kamel, 2018; Wouters et al., 2011). As
such, academic self-concept is one of the independent variables in the regression model
predicting academic adjustment. HERI’s YFCY academic self-concept construct is utilized, and
this construct is a measure of students’ beliefs about their abilities in academic settings (Higher
Education Research Institute, 2017).

Block 8: Institutional Characteristics. Block 8 includes institutional characteristics like
type, control, and selectivity as these institutional contexts might have an impact on students’
psychosocial outcomes. Regarding selectivity, the use of rankings might signal a valuing of
symbolic capital for some students, so these students might be more likely to end up at a highly
ranked, and thus highly selective, institution (Kuh & Pascarella, 2004). An institution’s level of
selectivity does have an impact on sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and satisfaction
(Astin, 1977; Elliott, 2014; Hurtado et al., 2007; Li, 2018; Medinets, 2004). Depending on the
student population analyzed, studies have found that students who attend more selective
institutions have both stronger and weaker sense of belonging (Hurtado et al., 2007; Li, 2018).
However, for academic adjustment, researchers consistently tend to conclude that students at
more selective institutions have a harder time adjusting to the academic demands of college

versus their peers who attend less selective institutions (Elliott, 2014; Hurtado et al., 2007). Yet,
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students at more selective institutions often are more satisfied with their overall college

experience (Astin, 1977; Medinets, 2004). In conclusion, the institutional characteristic variables

in this block help to determine if different institutional contexts affect sense of belonging,

academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction.

Table 3.2
List of Variables for Research Question 2

Variable

Response Values

Dependent Variables
First-Year sense of belonging
First-Year academic adjustment
First-Year overall satisfaction
Senior-Year overall satisfaction
First Variable

Use of rankings

Continuous (latent construct)
Continuous (latent construct)
Continuous (latent construct)
Continuous (latent construct)

0=Not Important, I=Somewhat or Very
Important

Blocks 1-5: Variables from Research Question 1

Refer to Table 3.1

Block 6: Cohort Year

2017

2018

2019

Block 7: In-College Experiences

Campus racial climate

Student-faculty interaction

Involvement in extracurricular activities: None

Involvement in extracurricular activities: Less
than 5 hours

Involvement in extracurricular activities: 6-15
hours

Involvement in extracurricular activities: More
than 15 hours

Academic self-concept

Block 8: Institutional Characteristics

Institutional type

Institutional control

Selectivity * (average standardized test scores)

Reference Group
0=No, 1=Yes
0=No, 1=Yes

Continuous (latent construct)
Continuous (latent construct)
Reference Group

0=No, 1=Yes
0=No, 1=Yes
0=No, 1=Yes

Continuous (latent construct)

O0=University, 1=4-year
0=Public, 1=Private
Continuous

2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.
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Analysis

Propensity Score Analysis. Before diving into Research Question 2, this study makes
use of propensity scores to address the selection bias issue associated with the use of rankings. In
comparison with students who do not use rankings, students who do use rankings very likely
have greater privilege, and this greater privilege would lead them to have more positive college
outcomes, without even considering their use of rankings. Not adjusting for the unique profile of
students who use rankings would likely lead to an overestimate of the effect of the use of
rankings on sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction. Thus, using the
results from the logistic regression models from Research Question 1, this study makes use of
inverse probability of treatment weighting to account for the characteristics of students who use
rankings.

This study utilizes Rosenbaum and Rubin’s (1983, 1984, 1985) counterfactual framework
to address the selection bias issue previously mentioned. A counterfactual is defined as “a
potential outcome, or the state of affairs that would have happened in the absence of the cause”
(Guo & Fraser, 2010, p. 24). In this study, for students who did make use of rankings, their
counterfactual would be their sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction
if they had not used rankings. For students who did not use rankings, their counterfactual would
be their outcomes if their treatment status was different (i.e., if they had used rankings).
Examining the counterfactuals allows the researcher to understand the true impact of the
treatment on the outcome of interest, but the fundamental issue of causal inference is that an
individual cannot be both treated and in the control group at the same time (Rosenbaum &
Rubin, 1983, 1984, 1985). Propensity scores estimate the probability of receiving treatment (i.e.,

using rankings) (Gertler et al., 2016), and they can be used to balance, match, or statistically
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adjust the sample to account for the endogeneity of having a greater likelihood of self-selecting
into the treatment. A student’s propensity score can be thought of as the probability that a student
finds rankings important, and the covariates identified in Research Question 1 that predicted
students’ use of rankings were utilized to estimate propensity scores. More specifically, logistic
regression was used to calculate each student’s propensity score.

Inverse probability of treatment weighting helps to create a pseudo-population where the
covariates are not related to the treatment assignment (Eagan et al., 2013; Thoemmes & Ong,
2016). Inverse probability of treatment weighting uses the inverse of the propensity scores to
create weights (Thoemmes & Ong, 2016). An individual who is unlikely to take the treatment
but does end up taking the treatment will be weighted heavily and vice versa (Thoemmes & Ong,
2016). In the case of this study, students who were predicted to use rankings but did not were
given more weight, and in addition, students who were predicted to not use rankings but did also
were given more weight. Inverse probability of treatment weighting assumes that all relevant
covariates have been accounted for (Thoemmes & Ong, 2016). The region of common support
was examined to determine if there was sufficient overlap for the students who did and did not
use rankings (Eagan et al., 2013). Covariate balance was also inspected to see if there were
differences in means between the covariates for the control and treatment groups; there should be
no differences if balance is present (Thoemmes & Ong, 2016). One of the advantages to inverse
probability of treatment weighting is that more observations can be kept in the sample, which is
in contrast to a method like propensity score matching which discards some cases (Thoemmes &
Ong, 2016). However, analysis can become very dependent on individuals with high weights,

and these individuals could become very influential in the analysis (Thoemmes & Ong, 2016).
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Moreover, these individuals become representative of their entire group, despite the fact that they
likely differ at least somewhat from others in their group (Arellano, 2022).

Baseline Comparison. The first analysis is a baseline comparison t-test with data that is
not weighted. This t-test provides an initial glimpse into whether there are significant differences
in sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction between students who do
and do not use college rankings.

Weighted Comparison. The initial baseline comparison t-test does not account for the
selection bias issue associated with the use of rankings, so further analysis is needed. Conducting
a t-test with the weighted data provides additional information if there are significant differences
for sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction (both after freshman year
and upon graduation) between students who do and do not make use of rankings. The weighted
data helps to more clearly understand how the use of rankings affects student outcomes by taking
into account how students who use rankings likely have greater privilege than their peers.

Weighted Regression Models. After the t-tests, this study moves to multivariate linear
regression models, and there are a total of four models predicting sense of belonging, academic
adjustment, and overall satisfaction (both after freshman year and upon graduation). The
outcomes are continuous, so linear regression is the appropriate analytical choice. The point of
this analysis is to look into how certain in-college experiences affect the relationship between the
use of rankings and students’ outcomes. This analysis helps to provide evidence whether
anticipatory socialization is at work and helping students to set up expectations for their time in
college. More specifically, this study examines whether the use of rankings has a direct effect on
psychosocial outcomes and whether this direct effect diminishes when accounting for in-college

experiences.
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Variables, again, were entered into the models in the eight blocks described earlier in this
chapter. It should be noted that all of the variables in the YFCY and CSS regression models had
around or under 15% missing data. The use of rankings variable was always the first variable
entered into the regression equations to better understand how the addition of variables affects
the relationship between the use of rankings and student outcomes. For the in-college
experiences block, the relevant variables were entered for each regression model. Like with the
logistic regression models, step-by-step changes in the standardized regression coefficients were
assessed whenever a new variable was added to the regression models. More specifically,
tracking the changes in the standardized regression coefficients helped to determine the extent to
which anticipatory socialization was at work for the in-college covariates.

This study makes use of the R-squared value and F-test results to determine the adequacy
of the linear regression models. The R-squared value is a goodness-of-fit test that determines
how well the data fits the regression model (Montgomery et al., 2021). More particularly, it
indicates what percentage of the variance in the outcome can be predicted from the independent
variables (Montgomery et al., 2021). An F-test of overall significance answers the question of
whether the group of independent variables helps to predict the dependent variable (Montgomery
et al., 2021), and a small p-value is desirable. Altogether, these two measures help to assess the
overall linear regression models.

Limitations

As this study makes use of HERI data, it is important to consider the limitations relevant
to utilizing a secondary data source. For instance, researchers making use of survey data are
limited to the questions present on the survey. When predicting the characteristics of students

who use rankings, it would have been helpful to have more information about the high schools
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students attended. Knowing more about a high school’s college-going population,
student/counselor ratio, and student/teacher ratio could potentially help to better identify the
types of students likely to use rankings. In addition, the YFCY and CSS surveys do not contain
information on certain college experiences that have been shown to impact students’
psychosocial outcomes. For example, a student’s perception of their residence hall environment
(like how noisy their residence hall is, how available the resident assistants are, and if there is
any racial tension) is an important factor in explaining their sense of belonging, academic
adjustment, and overall satisfaction (Garvey et al., 2020; Helm et al., 1998; Johnson et al., 2007;
Kaya, 2004; Motter, 2003; Strayhorn, 2018).

As mentioned previously, the 2015 TFS administration asked students about their sex,
which is less inclusive than asking about gender (Westbrook & Saperstein, 2015), and
consequently, I am left not knowing students’ identified gender for students who took the TFS in
2015. Another limitation to be aware of is that while the TFS data is generalizable to first-time,
full-time freshmen entering four-year colleges and universities in a given fall (Eagan et al.,
2015), this is not true for the YFCY and CSS longitudinal samples. As such, the findings from
Research Question 2 are not representative of higher education at large. On this note, this study
only focuses on students at four-year institutions due to the low number of two-year institutions
participating in HERI surveys. Yet, around 40% of undergraduate students attend community
colleges (Community College Research Center, n.d.), so this study ignores a large population of
students in higher education. The TFS also does not systematically collect data on students who
are enrolled part-time, despite the nearly three million students who were enrolled part-time at
four-year institutions in fall 2021 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023b). Similar

issues are present with the YFCY and CSS data, along with the fact that students in these

76



samples tended to be more privileged. Finally, it should be noted that this study is intentionally
not using the most up-to-date HERI data due to the ongoing worldwide COVID-19 pandemic.
However, this means that the data in this study are slightly dated.

In addition, the use of rankings variable does not provide comprehensive information
about what types of rankings students are using in their college search process. Although the TFS
variable asks if rankings in national magazines were important when deciding where to attend
college, there are a plethora of different rankings in national magazines including best college
rankings and also more unique rankings like best college food, best Greek life, most loved
colleges, and most beautiful campuses (Niche, 2022; Princeton Review, 2022; Svrluga, 2019;
Zhou, 2015). As such, it is not clear which rankings students are making use of, and the use of
information present in different types of rankings could lead to differing expectations and
experiences while in college. This study does not have the ability to discern exactly which types
of rankings students are using and how the use of information in certain rankings affects
students’ time in college, so this study refers to college rankings in a broader sense.

Conclusion

This chapter provides in-depth knowledge about this study’s methodology. The chapter
begins by reviewing the study’s research questions, along with the accompanying hypotheses.
Following is a section about the study’s data source and analytic sample. For the two research
questions, both the dependent and independent variables are discussed in great detail, along with
the methodological techniques used to answer each question. Finally, this chapter dives into the
limitations of the study. The following chapter spells out the results from the study and provides

answers to the research questions.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS

This chapter provides the results for this study. I present the results by research question.
From my results, I was able to determine not only the types of students who use rankings in their
college choice process but also whether and to what extent the use of rankings ultimately
contributed to different outcomes during students’ freshman and senior years of college. The
outcomes of interest in this study include overall satisfaction, sense of belonging, and academic
adjustment, and this study made use of data from three separate HERI surveys.

Research Question 1

Research Question 1 aimed to discover the characteristics and types of privilege that
define students who place importance on college rankings when deciding which college to
attend. In order to answer this research question, I analyzed data from HERI’s 2015 Freshman
Survey using logistic regression as the main analytical tool.
Exploratory Factor Analysis

In order to address multicollinearity in the regression models, I used exploratory factor
analysis. More specifically, I relied upon principal axis factoring to explore potential factors
within the groups of variables related to economic privilege, social privilege, and cultural
privilege. Factor loadings were examined for each potential factor to determine if the individual
variables were correlated with the broader measure, and factor loading values of 0.4 or greater
are ideal. Additionally, a reliability analysis was conducted in order to measure the overall
internal consistency, and factors with Cronbach’s alpha between 0.6 and 0.9 were examined
more closely.

Ultimately, only the factor related to cultural privilege was deemed appropriate to use in

the regression models. The other factors that were tested suffered from low Cronbach’s alpha
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values and several variables with factor loadings less than 0.4. The factor related to cultural
privilege dealt with students’ aspirations and was a measure of status-seeking goals; the three
variables included in this factor were wanting to become an authority in my field, obtaining
recognition for contributions to my special field, and being well off financially. Cultural capital
has been thought of as preferences and behaviors in congruent with high status culture (Lareau &
Weininger, 2003). More information about this factor can be found in Table 4.1. Despite the
modest reliability coefficient (0.62) and weak factor loading for one of the items (0.32), I
proceeded with creating this factor and including it in my subsequent logistic regression models.

Table 4.1

Factor Loadings, Eigen Value, and Reliability (N=102,234)

Factor Items Loading

Status-seeking goals (o = 0.62, Eigen value=1.73)
Goal: Obtaining recognition from my colleagues for contributions to my special

field 0.84
Goal: Becoming an authority in my field 0.68
Goal: Being very well off financially 0.32

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight.

Sample Descriptive Statistics

The final analytic sample for Research Question 1 consisted of 102,234 students. This
sample is generalizable to the more than 1,500,000 first-time, full-time undergraduate students
who entered college at 1,574 four-year colleges and universities in fall of 2015 (Eagan et al.,
2015). Looking at demographic characteristics, the sample had a slightly larger percentage of
female students (54.4%), and the vast majority were U.S. citizens/permanent residents (97.1%).
In regard to racial representation, 69.2% identified as White/Caucasian, 14.9% identified as
Latino, and 10.7% identified as African American/Black. Nearly three out of five (58.0%)

respondents classified themselves as middle-income, and about half (52.1%) had some concern
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about financing their college education. Concerning grades in high school, 60.8% of students had

at least an A- GPA and 78.5% had at least a B+ GPA.

Table 4.2
Descriptive Characteristics of the Analytic Sample (N=102,234)
Percent Standard
Distributions Mean Deviation
Sex:
Male 45.6
Female 54.4
Race: *
White/Caucasian 69.2
African American/Black 10.7
American Indian/Alaska Native 2.7
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese) 7.7
Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese, Hmong, 44
Filipino) '
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri Lankan) 2.6
Other Asian 0.5
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 1.0
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto Rican, Other 14.9
Latino) '
Other Race 2.8
Citizenship:
U.S. citizen/permanent resident 97.1
International student 2.2
Other 0.7
Income:
Lower ($0-$49,999) 259
Middle ($50,000-$199,999) 58.0
Upper ($200,000 or more) 16.1
Financial concern for paying for college:
None (I am confident that I will have sufficient funds) 35.9
Some (but I probably will have enough funds) 52.1
Major (not sure I will have enough funds to complete 12.0
college) '
Worked for pay in high school:
None 44 .4
Less than 5 hours 17.0
6-15 hours 20.8
More than 15 hours 17.8
Could not afford first choice college:
Important 254
Average grade in high school:
B- or lower 7.0
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B 14.6

B+ 17.7

A- 27.9

A or A+ 32.9

College reputation importance 54.91 6.66
Degree aspirations:

Bachelor's degree or lower 223

Master's degree or J.D. 46.8

Doctorate or medical degree 30.9

Received college advice from private college counselor:

Important 18.0

Deciding to go to college to prepare myself for graduate
or professional school:

Not important 13.4

Somewhat important 279

Very important 58.7

Status-seeking goals 0.01 0.88
Asked a teacher for advice after class:

Yes 85.6

Received college advice from teacher:

Important 35.2

Received college advice from high school counselor:

Important 37.3

Institutional type:

University 46.2

4-year 53.8

Institutional control:

Public 64.5

Private 35.5

Selectivity ° 11.52 1.51

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight.
2The percentages might exceed 100% for this variable because students could mark all that

apply.
b This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.

Considering participants’ reasons for going to college and their goals for the future, most
students (77.7%) aspired to obtain a graduate degree, and similarly, 58.7% said that in deciding
to go to college, it was very important for them to prepare themselves for graduate or
professional school. Around one-third of students said that college advice from their teacher

(35.2%) or high school counselor (37.3%) was important.
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Students in the analytic sample attended a wide range of institutions. Just over half
(53.8%) attended four-year liberal arts colleges and masters comprehensive universities, and
46.2% attended research or doctoral universities. More students (64.5%) attended public (versus
private) institutions. Students attended institutions with a range of selectivity; I defined
selectivity as the median SAT verbal and math scores or concordant ACT composite scores of
the entering class. The non-adjusted selectivity scores for institutions in the sample
ranged from 790 to 1500.

I used crosstabulations to further explore the data. The results, which are generalizable to
the population of first-time, full-time undergraduate students entering four-year colleges and
universities in fall 2015 (Eagan et al., 2015), are shown below. An initial look into the data
seems to confirm that students with more privilege tended to place greater importance on the use
of rankings in selecting which college to attend.

Importance of Rankings by Demographic Characteristics

Crosstabulations between the variables in Model 1 and the use of rankings variable
revealed several characteristics of students who utilize rankings when deciding which college to
attend. Looking at demographic characteristics, across racial/ethnic groups, South Asian (72.3%)
and East Asian (63.4%) students valued rankings in their college search process at higher rates
than other students. By contrast, American Indian/Alaska Native (45.6%) and Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (44.9%) students tended to be the least likely to report rankings as an
important consideration in choosing a college. Additionally, international students were much
more likely to make use of rankings than their peers. Four out of five (78.5%) international

students said rankings were important, yet 55.7% of U.S. citizens/permanent residents and 55.8%
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of other citizenship status students (likely undocumented students) reported that rankings were
important when deciding between colleges.

Table 4.3
Crosstab Results for Demographic Characteristics (N=102,234)
% Saying Rankings are “Somewhat”
or “Very” Important

Sex:
Male 58.4
Female 54.3
Race:
White/Caucasian 56.6
African American/Black 52.4
American Indian/Alaska Native 45.6
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, 63.4
Taiwanese) ’
Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese,
Lo 52.5
Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri
72.3
Lankan)
Other Asian 59.5
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 449
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto Rican, 513
Other Latino) ’
Other Race 51.4
Citizenship:
U.S. citizen/permanent resident 55.7
International student 78.5
Other 55.8

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight.

Importance of Rankings by Economic Privilege

Looking at the variables related to economic privilege, it is evident that students who
have more economic privilege make use of rankings more often. For example, only about half
(48.5%) of low-income students utilized rankings in comparison with the 70.1% of upper-income
students who did so. Additionally, 61.6% of students who had no concern about paying for
college said that rankings were important, yet only 50.5% of students with major concerns about

paying for college placed importance on rankings. When considering weekly hours worked in
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high school, students who worked a few hours each week were the most likely (61.2%) to report
that rankings were important in choosing their college. By contrast, students who worked more
than 15 hours per week were the least likely (49.2%) to place any importance on rankings when
deciding where to enroll.

Table 4.4
Crosstab Results for Economic Privilege (N=102,234)

% Saying Rankings are “Somewhat”
or “Very” Important

Income:

Lower ($0-$49,999) 48.5

Middle ($50,000-$199,999) 55.8

Upper ($200,000 or more) 70.1

Financial concern for paying for college:

None (I am confident that I will have sufficient funds) 61.6

Some (but I probably will have enough funds) 53.8

Major (not sure I will have enough funds to complete 505
college) '

Worked for pay in high school:

None 57.2

Less than 5 hours 61.2

6-15 hours 56.0

More than 15 hours 49.2

Could not afford first choice college:

Not important 553

Important 58.8

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight.

Importance of Rankings by Academic Privilege

The only variable related to academic privilege is high school GPA, and students with
higher GPAs tended to find rankings more salient in their college choice process. For students
who had an A or A+ GPA, 64.7% placed importance on rankings, while 59.7% of students with
an A- GPA considered rankings an important factor in making their college selection. However,
less than half (44.5%) of students with a B GPA in high school utilized rankings, and even fewer
students with a B- or lower GPA did so.

Table 4.5
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Crosstab Results for Academic Privilege (N=102,234)

% Saying Rankings are “Somewhat”
or “Very” Important

Average grade in high school:

B- or lower 39.0
B 44.5
B+ 51.3
A- 59.7
A or A+ 64.7

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight.

Importance of Rankings by Cultural Privilege

Cultural privilege also seems to play a role in understanding students’ use of rankings. As
shown in Table 4.6, there were stark differences in terms of importance placed on college
reputation and importance placed on rankings; students who cared more about their college’s
reputation were much more likely to value rankings when deciding upon which college to attend.
Students who placed importance on advice from private college counselors also consulted
rankings at higher rates. About half (52.6%) of students who stated that advice from private
college counselors was not important made use of rankings. By contrast, among students who
said this advice was either somewhat or very important, 72.8% found rankings to be an important
consideration in choosing a college. These findings, along with the fact that status-seeking
students use rankings at higher rates, provide evidence that students with additional forms of
cultural privilege tend to place greater importance on rankings when making their decisions
about which college to attend.

Table 4.6
Crosstab Results for Cultural Privilege (N=102,234)

% Saying Rankings are “Somewhat”
or “Very” Important

College reputation importance:

Low 18.6
Average 47.6
High 66.2

Degree aspirations:
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Bachelor's degree or lower 47.2
Master's degree or J.D. 58.1
Doctorate or medical degree 59.9
Received college advice from private college counselor:

Not important 52.6
Important 72.8
Deciding to go to college to prepare myself for

graduate or professional school:

Not important 43.7
Somewhat important 55.1
Very important 59.6
Status-seeking goals:

Low 39.7
Average 543
High 62.4

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight.

Importance of Rankings by Social Privilege

There were also differences in terms of importance placed on advice from teachers and

high school counselors and importance of rankings, demonstrating that social privilege also is a

factor in understanding use of rankings. For example, 65.3% of students who said advice from a

high school counselor was important also said that rankings were important. By contrast, about

half (50.8%) of students who said that this advice was not important said that rankings were

important. Additionally, 64.7% of students who said that college advice from their teacher was

important also prioritized the use of rankings in their college decision.

Table 4.7
Crosstab Results for Social Privilege (N=102,234)

% Saying Rankings are “Somewhat”
or “Very” Important

Asked a teacher for advice after class:

No

Yes

Received college advice from teacher:

Not important

Important

Received college advice from high school counselor:
Not important

Important

49.0
57.4

51.6
64.7

50.8
65.3
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Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight.

Importance of Rankings by Institutional Characteristics

Regarding institutional type, students who attended universities tended to rate rankings as
an important consideration in their college decision-making, as nearly two-thirds (65.1%) of
students who ultimately attended universities made use of rankings compared to less than half
(48.6%) of students who attended four-year institutions and relied on rankings. There did not
appear to be a difference regarding institutional control (public versus private) and utilization of
rankings. Additionally, students who attended highly selective institutions tended to be more
likely to have valued rankings compared to students who attended less selective institutions. For
example, 76.7% of students who attended a highly selective institution utilized rankings, in
comparison with the 36.4% of students at institutions of lower selectivity who used rankings.
About half (53.4%) of students who attended institutions with average selectivity prioritized
rankings when deciding which college to attend.

Table 4.8
Crosstab Results for Institutional Characteristics (N=102,234)

% Saying Rankings are “Somewhat”
or “Very” Important

Institutional type:

University 65.1
4-year 48.6
Institutional control:

Public 554
Private 57.7
Selectivity: ?

Low (7.90-10.26) 36.4
Medium (10.27-12.63) 534
High (12.64-15.00) 76.7

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight.
2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.
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Logistic Regression Results Predicting Consideration of Rankings in College Choice

To answer the first research question and determine the characteristics of students who
make use of college rankings, I ran seven nested logistic regression models that featured distinct
blocks of variables, including demographic characteristics, different types of privilege, and
institutional characteristics. Ultimately, the following variables were removed from the
regression models to improve model parsimony and fit: taking on loans to pay for college,
SAT/ACT scores, first-generation status, pre-med status, and pre-law status.

The total number of students in the regression models was 102,234, and with the adjusted
population weight developed by HERI (Eagan et al., 2015) applied, this sample represents the
1.5 million first-time, full-time undergraduate students who began college at four-year colleges
and universities in fall 2015. The following sections discuss more specific details about the
regression models including the goodness of fit tests and model results.

Assessing Model Fit

I relied upon several measures to assess the overall fit of the logistic regression models,
including the -2 log likelihood value, Hosmer-Lemeshow chi-square statistic, and the
classification table. The -2 log likelihood value decreased with each successive group of
variables, indicating that the models improved upon the addition of each group of variables
(Siregar & Yulianti, 2020). The classification table used a “cut value” of 0.554 given that 55.4%
of students in the overall sample indicated rankings played a “somewhat” or “very important”
role in their college choice process. The proportion of cases correctly classified tended to
increase across the nested models; by model 7, the logistic regression model correctly classified
70.38% of cases. In regard to predicting if rankings were important versus not important, the

model correctly predicted 68.75% of the not important cases and 71.65% of the important cases.
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Finally, a non-significant Hosmer-Lemeshow chi-square statistic suggests an adequate fitting

model (Hosmer et al., 2013). The Hosmer-Lemeshow test was significant at the 0.001 level for

some models (Models 2, 4, 5, 6) and not others (1, 3, 7). The final Hosmer-Lemeshow test was

not statistically significant in Model 7 (p<<0.002), demonstrating that the model is a good fit.
Table 4.9

Regression Measures for Regressions Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings
(N=102,234)

Hosmer and Classification Table
Lemeshow Test (% of Cases Classified Correctly)
-2 Log Chi- P- Not
Likelihood  square  Value  Important Important Overall

Model 1:

Demographic 138745.66 5.00 0.416 65.05 42.79 52.54

Characteristics
Model 2:

Economic Privilege 136421.83 26.16  0.001 62.20 52.55 56.78
Model 3:

Academic Privilege 134046.25 1826  0.019 55.80 63.41 60.08
Model 4:

Cultural Privilege 121799.44  50.81  0.000 63.55 70.77 67.61
Model 5:

Social Privilege 121084.80  35.06  0.000 64.12 70.82 67.88
Model 6:

Institutional 119652.83 51.14  0.000 65.57 70.78 68.50

Characteristics
Model 7:

Selectivity 115468.80  24.78  0.002 68.75 71.65 70.38

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.001 level.

Model Results

Table 4.10 provides the full results including variables from all seven blocks. As can be
seen in Table 4.10, several demographic characteristics significantly predicted whether
respondents placed any importance on rankings when deciding where to enroll in college. For
example, women tended to value rankings significantly less than men. In accordance with the

descriptive analyses presented above, students identifying as South Asian placed significantly
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more importance on rankings in deciding where to enroll in college than students who did not
identify as South Asian, and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander students were much less likely
to value rankings.

Although the final model indicates a significant, positive association between use of
rankings and being black (and negative association between rankings and being white), these
relationships actually represent changes in significance that occurred after accounting for
institutional selectivity. This change in the significance of these coefficients occurred after
accounting for the fact that black and other non-white students tend to be less represented at
more selective institutions. Adding institutional selectivity in the final model fully attenuated
other differences by race/ethnicity for American Indian/Alaska Native and East Asian students.

In addition to differences by race and ethnicity, the results in Table 4.10 suggest that U.S.
citizens and permanent residents had significantly reduced odds of considering rankings in their
college choice process. By contrast, international students were significantly more likely to place
importance on rankings in national magazines when deciding where to attend college.

With respect to economic privilege, several variables predicted whether students reported
valuing rankings in choosing a college. For example, higher-income students were more likely to
prioritize the use of rankings than students who did not come from a higher-income family. This
finding highlights how salient income is in understanding students who make use of rankings
when deciding which college to attend. Additionally, students who worked more than 15 hours
were less likely to use rankings than students who did not work during high school.

The model also tested three other forms of privilege: academic, cultural, and social. In
terms of academic privilege, students who had a B GPA in high school or lower were less likely

to utilize rankings in comparison with students who had an A or A+ GPA. With respect to
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cultural privilege, students who cared about their college’s reputation were more likely to consult
rankings, and the same is also true of students who had status-seeking goals or placed importance
on advice from a private college counselor. Likewise, students who placed importance on college
advice from teachers or high school counselors had significantly greater odds of consulting
rankings; these findings demonstrate that forms of social, cultural, and academic privilege are
important factors in predicting students’ likelihood of valuing rankings in selecting a college.
Finally, in terms of institutional characteristics, students who attended universities and/or
highly selective institutions were those students who utilized rankings more frequently. A 100-
point increase in selectivity corresponds with being 1.53 times as likely to report having valued
rankings in the college search process.
Table 4.10

Model 7 Results for Regression Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings (N=102,234)
r

(with Use of
B S.E. Exp(B) P-Value Rankings)

Constant -8.89 0.11 0.00 0.000
Demographic Characteristics

Sex -0.19  0.01 0.82 0.000

White/Caucasian -0.14  0.02 0.87 0.000

African American/Black 0.14 0.03 1.16 0.000

American Indian/Alaska Native -0.12  0.05 0.89 0.007

East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese,
Korean, Taiwanese)
Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian,
Vietnamese, Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani,
Nepalese, Sri Lankan) 0.18 0.05 1.20 0.000
Other Asian 0.11  0.10 1.11 0.278
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -0.28 0.07 0.75 0.000
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano,
Puerto Rican, Other Latino) 0.01 0.2 1.01 0.726

0.08 0.03 1.09 0.010

-0.07 0.04 0.93 0.050

Other Race -0.08 0.04 0.93 0.086
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -0.26  0.04 0.77 0.000
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 0.32 0.05 1.37 0.000
Other Citizenship -0.06  0.06 0.94 0.330

Economic Privilege
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Lower Income ($0-$49,999) -0.14  0.01 0.87 0.000
Middle Income ($50,000-$199,999) -0.05 0.01 0.95 0.000
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 0.19 0.02 1.21 0.000
Concern about Ability to Finance

College Education: None 0.02 0.02 1.02 0.316
Concern about Ability to Finance

College Education: Major -0.020.02 0.98 0.346

Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours 0.12  0.02 1.12 0.000
Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours 0.03 0.02 1.03 0.103
Worked for Pay: 15+ hours -0.12  0.02 0.89 0.000

Could not Afford First Choice College 0.28 0.02 1.33 0.000
Academic Privilege

High School GPA: B- or lower -0.16  0.03 0.85 0.000

High School GPA: B -0.12 0.02 0.89 0.000

High School GPA: B+ -0.05  0.02 0.95 0.025

High School GPA: A- -0.03  0.02 0.97 0.073
Cultural Privilege

College Reputation Orientation 0.08 0.00 1.09 0.000

Highest Academic Degree Planned:
Master's degree or J.D.

Highest Academic Degree Planned:
Doctorate or medical degree

Importance of Advice from Private
College Counselor

Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: ~ -0.14  0.02 0.87 0.000
Not important

Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: 0.04 0.02 1.04 0.034
Very important

Status-Seeking Goals 0.21 0.01 1.23 0.000

Social Privilege
Asked a Teacher for Advice after Class 0.04 0.02 1.04 0.078

0.01 0.02 1.01 0.534

-0.16  0.02 0.85 0.000

0.70  0.02 2.02 0.000

Importance of Advice from Teacher 022 0.02 1.24 0.000
Importance of Advice from High School 032 0.02 138 0.000
Counselor
Institutional Characteristics
Institutional Type -0.15 0.02 0.86 0.000
Institutional Control 0.01 0.02 1.01 0.604
Selectivity
Selectivity * 043 0.01 1.53 0.000 0.33

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.001 level.
2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.
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Reflecting on the Results of Research Question 1

The goal of Research Question 1 was to determine the demographic characteristics and
pre-college experiences associated with the use of rankings when deciding which college to
attend. Looking at the relevant literature and making use of Bourdieu’s theory of social
reproduction, I hypothesized that students with greater economic, academic, social, and cultural
privilege prioritized college rankings, and the results from the logistic regression models support
this hypothesis. Looking at economic privilege, students from high-income families had
significantly stronger odds of having placed importance on rankings in their decision on where to
attend college, and students who worked more than 15 hours for pay were less likely to utilize
rankings than students who did not work during high school. For academic privilege, students
with higher GPAs were more likely to have factored rankings into their college decision.
Regarding cultural privilege, students who cared about a college’s reputation, placed importance
on advice from a private college counselor, and were status seekers (e.g., those who want to
become an authority in their fields, obtain recognition for contributions to their special fields,
and/or be well off financially) were those who prioritized the use of rankings. Students who
placed importance on advice from teachers or high school counselors also utilized rankings,
demonstrating that social privilege affects use of rankings. Taken together, these results
corroborate many of the findings reported by McDonough et al. (1998), and, consequently,
privilege continues to play a role in understanding students’ use of college rankings.

Research Question 2

Research Question 2 aimed to determine whether consideration of college rankings in

deciding where to attend college contributed to differences in sense of belonging, academic

adjustment, and overall satisfaction. I examined all three outcomes among first-year students,
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and I looked at college satisfaction among college seniors. After creating inverse probability
weights to adjust for the fact that students from different backgrounds with different motivations
for college considered rankings in their choice of institution, I primarily relied on t-tests and
linear regression models to determine whether those who placed importance on rankings differed
in each outcome relative to their peers who did not report rankings as important in deciding
where to attend college.
Propensity Score Analysis

As students who use rankings have greater privilege than students who do not use
rankings, I needed to adjust for this bias to reveal an accurate picture of how the use of rankings
impacts student outcomes. For both the YFCY and CSS data, I estimated a logistic regression
model to predict use of rankings, and the probability estimates from these regression models
were later used for the inverse probability of treatment weighting.
YFCY Logistic Regression Model Predicting Consideration of Rankings

For the YFCY regression model, the variable list was the same as with the TFS
regression model for Research Question 1 given that this previous model was successful in
predicting students’ importance placed on rankings. As much as possible, the variables were
coded in the same way as with the TFS regression model. The status-seeking goals factor was
created as before and mirrored the psychometric properties reported above. Slight differences in
other measures from the TFS model include the addition of a genderqueer/gender non-
conforming category within the gender variable and different classifications of the income
classes, as HERI updated the coding for both of these items in survey administrations after the
2015 Freshman Survey. The total number of students in this regression model was 9,270, and a

p-value of 0.01 was utilized for this regression. The same model fit measures were assessed as
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with the TFS regression model, and more about these fit indices for the YFCY model can be
found in Appendix G.

Fewer variables emerged as significant predictors of whether students considered
rankings in this model, as the subset of students included in the longitudinal TFS-YFCY dataset
looked quite different from the larger and more representative sample in the cross-sectional 2015
Freshman Survey. For example, 54% of students in the 2015 TFS sample identified as female,
but in the YFCY sample, this number was 63%. Additionally, a larger proportion of students in
the longitudinal YFCY dataset identified as international; the YFCY sample had 7%
international students and the TFS sample had 2%. Finally, the institutional characteristics also
differed. More than half (54%) of students in the YFCY sample attended research or doctoral
universities, while only 46% of students in the TFS sample did so. In regard to institutional
control, the YFCY sample consisted of a majority of students at private institutions, while the
TFS sample leaned more heavily towards students at public institutions. I tested a more
parsimonious model that focused on a subset of variables that emerged as significant, but model
fit statistics suggested that the full regression model had a better fit. As mentioned previously,
this model closely matched the regression model from Research Question 1. For the results for
the specific variables within the full YFCY regression model, please see Appendix H.

CSS Logistic Regression Model Predicting Consideration of Rankings

A logistic regression model was also run with the CSS data to predict importance placed
on rankings, and as much as possible, the same variables were used and coded in a similar
manner as with the initial TFS model. For example, the TFS-CSS dataset included an expanded
set of racial/ethnic indicators, including South American. On a similar note, the CSS gender

variable had categories of male, female, and genderqueer/gender non-conforming/other identity,
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so this more inclusive variable was included instead of the sex variable. Finally, the income
variable was coded like the YFCY income variable because of the frequency distribution for this
variable. Like with the YFCY model, a p-value of 0.01 was utilized, and additionally, there were
not as many significant variables compared to the TFS model. This, again, had to do with the
different population of students who took the surveys for the relevant years. For example, just
looking at the type of institutions students attended, almost 90% of students in the CSS sample
attended private institutions; by contrast, only 36% of students in the 2015 TFS sample also
chose to go to a private institution. In total, 22,860 students were included in the CSS sample,
and information about the regression fit indices and regression results can be found in

Appendices I and J.

Inverse Probability of Treatment Weighting

The results from the regression models used to predict students’ importance placed on
rankings helped to inform the inverse probability of treatment weighting. Making use of the
propensity scores (a student’s likelihood of placing importance on rankings), three types of
weights were created. The average treatment effect (ATE) is the effect of using rankings for the
entire sample, while the average treatment for the treated (ATT) effect provides an estimate of
the outcomes for students most likely to make use of rankings (Eagan et al., 2013). Finally, the
average treatment for the untreated (ATU) effect helps to understand what the effect of rankings
would be for those least likely to use rankings (Eagan et al., 2013). More about the calculations
behind these weightings can be found in Eagan et al. (2013), Guo and Fraser (2010), and Nichols
(2008).

Before the weights were implemented, several steps were taken for students in the treated

and untreated groups. First, the region of common support was examined, and students without
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sufficient overlap were trimmed from the sample. In practice, this means that students with very
high or very low probabilities of using rankings were removed. For the YFCY sample, 40 cases
were trimmed from the not important group, and five cases were trimmed from the
somewhat/very important group. For the CSS sample, I also trimmed 40 cases from the not
important group for having too low of a probability, and I removed 10 cases from the
somewhat/very important group for having too high of a probability. I also assessed covariate
balance before and after the weights were implemented. Before weighting, there were distinct
differences for several of the variables in regard to students who did and did not find rankings
important. For example, for the YFCY dataset, 33.0% of the students who said that rankings
were important were upper-income. In contrast, only 22.8% of the students who said that
rankings were not important identified as upper-income. For the unweighted CSS dataset, 27.6%
of students who said that rankings were not important said college advice from their teacher was
important. In contrast, 39.6% of students who reported that rankings were important also
reported that college advice from their teacher was important too. These differences demonstrate
the fact that privilege affects use of rankings, and as it is important to have an unbiased estimate
of how the use of rankings affects student outcomes, inverse probability of treatment weighting

was utilized.

Table 4.11
YFCY Sample Before and After Weighting

Importance Placed on Rankings

Unweighted ATE Weight
Somewhat/ Somewhat/
Not Very Not Very

Important  Important  Important Important
(n=2,926) (n=6,298) (n=2,926) (n=6,298)

Gender: Man 32.2% 38.5% 36.9% 36.7%

Gender: Woman 67.4% 61.3% 62.7% 63.0%

Gender: Genderqueer, gen.der non- 0.3% 0.2% 0.4% 0.4%
conforming, other identity
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Lower Income ($0-$59,999) 25.1% 18.0% 21.1% 20.6%
Middle Income ($60,000-$199,999) 52.1% 49.0% 49.2% 50.1%
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 22.8% 33.0% 29.7% 29.4%
Concern about Ability to Finance o o o o
College Education: None 35.3% 41.0% 37.8% 37.9%
Concern about Ability to lj"mance 54.3% 50.9% 59 8% 5999
College Education: Some
Concern about Ability to Finance

o o 0 o
College Education: Major 10-4% 8.0% 9.5% 9.2%
High School GPA: B- or lower 3.8% 1.3% 1.7% 1.7%
High School GPA: B 9.7% 5.7% 7.0% 6.6%
High School GPA: B+ 16.6% 13.4% 14.2% 14.5%
High School GPA: A- 31.8% 34.3% 33.5% 33.6%
High School GPA: A or A+ 38.1% 45.2% 43.7% 43.6%
Highest Academ'lc Degree Planned: 25 3% 18.0% 19.9% 19.7%
Bachelor's degree or lower
Highest Acade'mlc Degree Planned: 45 8% 52 0% 50.9% 50.1%
Master's degree or J.D.
Highest Academic Degree Planned: 28.9% 30.0% 2999 30.2%

Doctorate or medical degree
Importance of Advice frorP Private 15.3% 26.6% 23.79% 29.8%
College Counselor: Important
Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: 17.8% 11.0% 12.6% 12.5%
Not important
Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: 30.1% 29.4% 29.5% 29.1%
Somewhat important
Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: 52.1% 59.6% 58.0% 58.4%
Very important
Importance of Advice from Teacher:

28.0% 37.9% 35.3% 34.8%
Important
Importance of Ad?llce from High School 30.2% 44.1% 40 2% 39.9%
Counselor: Important
Institutional Type: University 44.0% 57.7% 53.5% 53.7%
College Reputation (mean) 48.01 53.40 51.97 51.95
Status-Seeking Goals (mean) -0.19 0.09 0.00 0.01
Selectivity * (mean) 12.05 12.80 12.55 12.56

2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.

With the ATE weight applied, many of the differences between the two groups of
students were greatly reduced. Looking at the ATE-adjusted YFCY data, 29.4% of individuals

who said rankings were important identified as upper-income, and 29.7% of students who said
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rankings were not important also identified as upper-income. For the weighted CSS data, 36.1%
of students who stated that rankings were not important in their college choice said that college
advice from their teacher was important. Similarly, 35.7% of students who said that rankings
were important also placed importance on college advice from their teacher. Altogether, applying
the ATE weight helped to achieve balance between the control and treatment groups on key
observable TFS covariates. Tables 4.11 and 4.12 provide more information about what the
student groups looked like before and after the weighting for the YFCY and CSS datasets. Note
that variables that had negligible differences for the two groups before the weighting were not
included in these tables.

Table 4.12
CSS Sample Before and After Weighting

Importance Placed on Rankings

Unweighted ATE Weight
Somewhat/ Somewhat/
Not Very Not Very

Important  Important  Important  Important
(n=7,002) (n=15,810) (n=7,002) (n=15,810)

Gender: Male 32.7% 38.2% 36.5% 36.9%
Gender: Female 65.4% 60.4% 61.8% 61.6%
Gender: Genderqueer, gen@er non- 1.9% 1.4% 1.6% 1.5%
conforming, other identity
Lower Income ($0-$59,999) 31.1% 21.8% 24.4% 24.0%
Middle Income ($60,000-$199,999) 51.4% 50.2% 50.6% 50.9%
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 17.5% 28.0% 24.9% 25.1%
Concern about Ability to Finance o o o o
College Education: None 31.2% 36.9% 35.1% 34.8%
Concern about Ability to Finance 56.6% 5389 54,79, 55 0%
College Education: Some
Concern about Ability to Finance o 0 o o
College Education: Major 12.2% 9.3% 10.3% 10.2%
High School GPA: B- or lower 3.3% 1.5% 1.8% 1.8%
High School GPA: B 12.3% 7.1% 8.1% 8.0%
High School GPA: B+ 18.4% 15.2% 16.0% 15.7%
High School GPA: A- 30.2% 31.5% 31.7% 31.3%
High School GPA: A or A+ 35.8% 44.7% 42.4% 43.2%
Highest Academic Degree Planned: 233% 16.4% 17.7% 18.0%

Bachelor's degree or lower
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Highest Academic Degree Planned:
Master's degree or J.D.
Highest Academic Degree Planned:
Doctorate or medical degree
Importance of Advice from Private
College Counselor: Important
Attending College to Prepare Myself
for Graduate or Professional
School: Not important
Attending College to Prepare Myself
for Graduate or Professional
School: Somewhat important
Attending College to Prepare Myself
for Graduate or Professional
School: Very important
Importance of Advice from Teacher:
Important
Importance of Advice from High
School Counselor: Important
Institutional Type: University
Institutional Control: Public
College Reputation (mean)
Status-Seeking Goals (mean)
Selectivity * (mean)

46.3%

30.4%

14.2%

17.1%

31.1%

51.8%

27.6%

29.9%

37.0%
18.5%
48.06
-0.19
11.88

50.7%

32.9%

25.1%

10.0%

28.3%

61.7%

39.6%

44.8%

57.5%
9.0%
52.86

0.09
12.68

49.2%

33.0%

22.1%

12.0%

27.9%

60.1%

36.1%

40.6%

52.7%

10.1%
51.82
0.01
12.53

49.3%

32.7%

21.5%

11.9%

28.3%

59.8%

35.7%

40.1%

52.8%

10.4%
51.68
0.01
12.50

2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.

Use of Rankings and First-Year Outcomes

Several analytical approaches were utilized to determine if importance placed on

rankings impacted first-year sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction.

The following section discusses the results from the unweighted and weighted t-tests, and then

this section elaborates on the results of the three linear regression models.

T-Tests

T-tests were conducted with the unweighted data and the weighted data; three different

weights (ATE, ATT, ATU) were utilized. A p-value of 0.01 was utilized for the t-tests, and for

all four t-tests, the findings were the same. More specifically, students who said rankings were

important had significantly higher sense of belonging and overall satisfaction versus students
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who said rankings were not important. There were no significant differences regarding academic

adjustment.
Table 4.13
YFCY T-Tests Based on Importance Placed on Rankings (N=9,224)
Unweighted ATE ATT ATU
Academic Adjustment
Mean: Not Important 50.46 50.71 50.76 50.61
Mean: Somewhat/Very Important 50.67 50.72 50.79 50.56
P-Value 0.28 0.96 0.85 0.81
Sense of Belonging
Mean: Not Important 50.19 50.63 50.81 50.21
Mean: Somewhat/Very Important 52.03 51.91 52.21 51.24
P-Value 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Overall Satisfaction
Mean: Not Important 50.27 50.64 50.74 50.41
Mean: Somewhat/Very Important 51.38 51.40 51.60 50.96
P-Value 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Note. A bolded value means the value is statistically significant at the 0.01 level.

I originally hypothesized that for the unweighted and weighted data, students who used
rankings would have stronger sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction,
and this ultimately was true for sense of belonging and overall satisfaction but not academic
adjustment. For the unweighted data, students who found rankings to be important in selecting
their college reported a stronger sense of belonging and overall satisfaction compared to students
who did not value rankings. The weighted data t-test results, which adjust for the different
experiences and traits associated with considering rankings to be important in the college search
process, suggest that students who valued rankings in making their college decision tended to
feel a stronger sense of belonging and more satisfied by the end of their first year of college;
however, I did not find any significant differences between the two groups with respect to
academic adjustment. Interestingly, for the ATU weighted data, the t-test provides evidence that
for students not likely to use rankings, these students would have had significantly higher sense

of belonging and overall satisfaction if they had used rankings. These findings provide modest
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evidence in partial support of anticipatory socialization (Kamens, 1981; Merton, 1968). In
particular, students who use rankings are making use of information in the rankings to select an
institution that is a good fit for them, while also having realistic expectations about what they
will experience while in college.

Linear Regression Models

To better understand the relationship between use of rankings and first-year outcomes,
three linear regression models were estimated, and for all three of these models, the data was
weighted by the ATE weight. Only the ATE weight was used as the t-test findings were the same
for all three of the different weighted datasets. I used a p-value of 0.01 for all regression models
and results in this section. The following section will provide some descriptive information about
the YFCY analytic sample and then discuss the results from the linear regression models. It
should be noted that these findings are robust against sensitivity checks that looked at a different
specification of the rankings variable. Specifically, the use of rankings variable was coded where
not and somewhat important were compared with very important.

Sample Descriptive Statistics. Table 4.14 includes information about the YFCY analytic
sample, defined as students who were in any three of the YFCY linear regression models.
Roughly two out of three students (62.7%) identified as a woman, and the vast majority (93.0%)
said they were either a U.S. citizen or permanent resident. In terms of race/ethnicity, 71.2% of
students marked that they were White/Caucasian and 12.4% marked that they were East Asian.
About half (49.7%) came from a middle-income family, and 30.1% identified their family as
upper-income. Around four out of five (78.3%) had an A- GPA in high school or above. In terms

of types of institutions students attended, 54.0% were enrolled at a university, and 77.3% were
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enrolled at a private institution. Finally, relevant to the regression models, about half of students
said that rankings were important (49.2%).

Table 4.14
Characteristics of the YFCY Analytic Sample (N=16,304)

Percent Standard
Distributions Mean  Deviation

Importance placed on rankings:

Not important 50.8
Important 49.2
Gender:

Man 36.9
Woman 62.7
Genderqueer, gender non-conforming, other identity 0.4
Race: ?

White/Caucasian 71.2
African American/Black 6.2
American Indian/Alaska Native 1.0
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, 124

Taiwanese) ’

Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese,

Hmong, Filipino) >8
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri 33

Lankan) '
Other Asian 0.5
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0.4
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto Rican, 10.9

Other Latino) '
Other Race 1.3
Citizenship:
U.S. citizen/permanent resident 93.0
International student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 6.7
Other citizenship 0.3
Income:
Lower income ($0-$59,999) 20.2
Middle income ($60,000-$199,999) 49.7
Upper income ($200,000 or more) 30.1
High school GPA:
B- or lower 1.6
B 6.1
B+ 14.0
A- 333
A or A+ 45.0
Institutional type:
University 54.0
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4-year 46.0
Institutional control:

Public 22.7
Private 77.3
Selectivity P 12.60 1.13

Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight.
2The percentages might exceed 100% for this variable because students could mark all that

f’IPFII)lli};'Variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.

Academic Adjustment Regression Results. For the final linear regression model, 21%
of the variance in first-year academic adjustment could be explained by the variables in the
model. After entering the in-college experiences, there was a substantial change in the adjusted
R-squared value; the adjusted R-squared value increased from 0.06 to 0.20. As such, students’
experiences during their first year of college are a major factor in understanding how well they
are able to adjust to the academic demands of college. Finally, the p-value for the F-test was

significant at the 0.01 level for Models 1-8, which indicates that each model is helping to predict

academic adjustment.

Table 4.15
YFCY Regression Measures for Regression Predicting Academic Adjustment (N=14,289)
i B
Adjgzs ted F P-Value (Importance Placed
on Rankings)

Importance Placed on Rankings 0.00 0.30 0.581 0.00
Models 1-5:

Student Privilege 0.06 23.89 <.001 0.00
Model 6:

Cohort Year 0.06 24.74 <.001 -0.01
Model 7:

In-College Experiences 0.20 88.67 <001 -0.03
Model 8 021 8596 <001 -0.03

Institutional Characteristics
Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.

Also included in Table 4.15 are the standardized regression coefficients for the use of

rankings variable. With just the use of rankings variable in the model, the standardized
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regression coefficient indicates that there is no significant relationship between importance
placed on rankings and academic adjustment, which is also seen in the t-test results. Only after
adding in the in-college experiences did I see a significant standardized regression coefficient for
the use of rankings variable; the relevant value was -0.03. A closer analysis into these results
revealed that the use of rankings standardized regression coefficient moved to -0.03 after
academic self-concept entered the model. This suggests that the use of rankings predicts weaker
academic adjustment than we would expect given the higher academic self-concept held among
students who had placed value on rankings. Table 4.16 contains information on the correlations
between the in-college experiences variables and the importance of rankings variable.

Table 4.16
YFCY In-College Experiences Correlation with Importance of Rankings (N=14,289)

Importance Placed on Rankings

Campus Racial Climate 0.03
Student-Faculty Interaction 0.00
Academic Self-Concept 0.05

Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.

Looking at the in-college experiences, student-faculty interaction and academic self-
concept were positive and significant predictors of first-year academic adjustment. Students who
more frequently interacted with faculty during their first year of college had a significantly easier
time adjusting to the academic demands of college. However, the biggest factor in understanding
students’ academic adjustment was academic self-concept; students with more confidence in
their academic abilities reported a significantly smoother adjustment to college. In conclusion,
student-faculty interaction and academic self-concept had pronounced impacts on academic
adjustment.

Other variables besides the in-college experiences also were significant predictors of

first-year academic adjustment. In comparison with students who did not identify as a U.S.
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citizen or permanent resident, students who did identify with one of these citizenship statuses
had lower academic adjustment. In addition, students who aspired to obtain a doctorate or
medical degree had a harder time adjusting to the academic demands of college versus students
who only wanted to obtain a bachelor’s degree or lower. Finally, students at more selective
institutions had significantly more difficult experiences in trying to adjust to the academic
demands of college compared to their counterparts who enrolled at less selective institutions.
Altogether, these findings help to provide a picture of the many factors that influence how easy it

is for students to adjust to the academic demands of college.

Table 4.17
YFCY Regression Results Predicting Academic Adjustment (N=14,289)
P-
B SEB B Value
Constant 3635 1.36 0.000
Importance Placed on Rankings -0.53  0.14 -0.03 0.000
Demographic Characteristics
Man -0.43 035 -0.02 0.220
Woman 0.60 035 0.03 0.083
Genderqueer, gender non-conforming, other identity -0.17  0.68 -0.01 0.802
White/Caucasian 0.23 025 0.01 0.369
African American/Black 0.28 0.34 0.01 0.399
American Indian/Alaska Native -043  0.68 0.00 0.525

East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese) 0.17 029 0.01 0.556
Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese, Hmong, _1.08 033 -0.03  0.001

Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri 106 042 002 0012
Lankan)
Other Asian -0.52 0.92 0.00 0.573
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -2.02 1.11 -0.01 0.070
Latino (Mexwan American/Chicano, Puerto Rican, Other 0.18 026 -001 0492
Latino)
Other Race 0.32 0.60 0.00 0.593
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -1.56  0.39 -0.09 0.000
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) -049 042 -0.03 0.250
Other Citizenship 2.04 0.76 0.06 0.007
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$59,999) -0.50 0.13 -0.04 0.000
Middle Income ($60,000-$199,999) 0.38 0.10 0.03  0.000
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 0.13 0.12  0.01  0.302
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Concern about Ability to Finance College Education: 0.87 0.16 0.04  0.000

None

Conceﬁa?‘z;)ut Ability to Finance College Education: 056 024 -002 0022

Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours 0.82 0.19 0.03  0.000

Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours 0.16 0.19 0.01 0410

Worked for Pay: 15+ hours 0.71 022 0.03  0.002

Could not Afford First Choice College -0.17  0.17 -0.01 0.317
Academic Privilege

High School GPA: B- or lower 1.82  0.56 0.03 0.001

High School GPA: B 096 031 0.03 0.002

High School GPA: B+ 0.95 0.22 0.04 0.000

High School GPA: A- 037 0.16 0.02 0.024
Cultural Privilege

College Reputation Orientation 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.856

nghe? Scademlc Degree Planned: Master's degree or 051 021 -003 0016

nghezte:rc;demlc Degree Planned: Doctorate or medical 03 024 -010  0.000

Importance of Advice from Private College Counselor -0.34  0.18 -0.02 0.068
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or

Professional School: Not important 019025 -0.01 - 0.453
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or

Professional School: Very important 0.32 0.7 0.02 0.059

Status-Seeking Goals -0.21  0.08 -0.02 0.014
Social Privilege

Asked a Teacher for Advice after Class 0.01 0.23  0.00 0.948

Importance of Advice from Teacher 0.32 0.17 0.02 0.054

Importance of Advice from High School Counselor 0.25 0.17 0.01 0.139
Cohort Year

2018 0.45 0.17 0.02 0.009

2019 -0.53  0.17 -0.03  0.002
In-College Experiences

Campus Racial Climate 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.254

Student-Faculty Interaction 0.10 0.01 0.09 0.000

Academic Self-Concept 0.38 0.01 039 0.000
Institutional Characteristics

Institutional Type -0.77  0.16 -0.04 0.000

Institutional Control 1.16 0.19 0.05 0.000

Selectivity * -0.69  0.08 -0.08 0.000

Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.
2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.

Sense of Belonging Regression Results. For the final regression model predicting sense

of belonging, 20% of the variance in first-year sense of belonging could be explained by the
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variables in the regression model. Once again, I saw a considerable increase in the adjusted R-
squared value after adding in the in-college experiences variables. This indicates that in-college
experiences like involvement in extracurricular activities play a major role in determining a
student’s sense of belonging. Also seen in Table 4.18 are the results of the F-test for each step of
the regression building process, and for each step, the p-value for the F-test was significant at the
0.01 level. As such, each particular regression model provides a better fit as opposed to a

regression model with no independent variables.

Table 4.18
YFCY Regression Measures for Regression Predicting Sense of Belonging (N=15,559)
' B
Adjﬁf ted F P-Value (Importance Placed
on Rankings)

Importance Placed on Rankings 0.00 70.12  <.001 0.07
Models 1-5:

Student Privilege 0.08 39.78  <.001 0.06
Model 6:

Cohort Year 0.09 3831 <001 0.06
Model 7:

In-College Experiences 0.19 86.16 <001 0.06
Model 8: 0.20 83.44  <.001 0.06

Institutional Characteristics
Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.

Looking again at Table 4.18 reveals that the use of rankings standardized regression
coefficient remained consistent across the nested models, and this trend does not support my
original hypothesis, which anticipated that the use of rankings standardized regression coefficient
would decrease with the addition of the in-college experiences variables. With just the
importance placed on rankings variable in the model, the standardized regression coefficient was
0.07 and significant at the 0.01 level. The variables related to students’ privilege slightly
attenuated the strength of the relationship between the importance students placed on rankings

and their sense of belonging at the end of the first year of college. The standardized regression
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coefficient of 0.06 suggests a statistically significant but modest relationship between
consideration of rankings and first-year sense of belonging. Table 4.19 provides evidence for
why the use of rankings standardized regression coefficient did not decrease after adding in the
in-college experiences variables; there was practically no correlation between the in-college
experiences and importance placed on rankings.

Table 4.19
YFCY In-College Experiences Correlation with Importance of Rankings (N=15,559)

Importance Placed on Rankings

Campus Racial Climate 0.02
Student-Faculty Interaction -0.01
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: Less than 5 hours 0.02
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 6-15 hours 0.03
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 15+ hours -0.03

Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.

Looking more closely at the regression results, there were several prominent factors that
influenced first-year sense of belonging. In particular, the in-college experiences were the largest
predictors of sense of belonging, indicating that a student’s experiences while in college are
more important in understanding their sense of belonging than whether they valued rankings in
choosing a college or other pre-college experiences and characteristics. Students who interacted
with faculty more often and were more satisfied with these interactions had a significantly
stronger sense of belonging, and student-faculty interaction was the strongest predictor of first-
year sense of belonging. In addition, students who were involved in extracurricular activities had
increased sense of belonging in comparison with students who were not involved in
extracurricular activities. Finally, students who had increased negative interactions with diverse
peers had a weaker sense of belonging. These findings point to the powerful relationship
between students’ activities during their freshman year of college and their subsequent sense of
belonging.

109



Besides in-college experiences, other factors can affect first-year sense of belonging.
Regarding gender, women had significantly higher sense of belonging than non-women, and
students who identified as genderqueer, gender non-conforming, or other identity had a weaker
sense of belonging than students who did not identify as one of those genders. Relating to
cultural privilege, students who cared about their college’s academic reputation had stronger
sense of belonging. Finally, compared to students at universities, students at four-year
institutions felt more socially and academically integrated on campus. In closing, these findings
lend evidence to the fact that use of rankings is just one of many significant predictors of first-

year sense of belonging.

Table 4.20
YFCY Regression Results Predicting Sense of Belonging (N=15,559)
P-
B SE B B Value
Constant 31.56  1.31 0.000
Importance Placed on Rankings 1.13 0.14 0.06 0.000
Demographic Characteristics
Man 0.56 034 0.03 0.100
Woman 1.29 034 0.07 0.000
Genderqueer, gender non-conforming, other identity -1.86  0.67 -0.10 0.005
White/Caucasian 0.55 026 0.03 0.030
African American/Black -1.12 033 -0.03 0.001
American Indian/Alaska Native -3.58  0.69 -0.04 0.000

East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese) -0.33 0.29 -0.01 0.246
Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese, Hmong, 138 033 -0.03  0.000

Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri 554 042 -0.05  0.000
Lankan)
Other Asian 1.10 0.97 0.01 0.258
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -0.53 1.05 0.00 0.611
Latino (Mexwan American/Chicano, Puerto Rican, Other 021 025 -001 0400
Latino)
Other Race -1.08 0.61 -0.01 0.079
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident 0.91 041 0.05 0.028
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 0.11 0.44 0.01 0.806
Other Citizenship -1.02  0.80 -0.03 0.202
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$59,999) -0.03 0.13 0.00 0.789
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Middle Income ($60,000-$199,999)
Upper Income ($200,000 or more)

Concern about Ability to Finance College Education:

None

Concern about Ability to Finance College Education:

Major
Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours
Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours
Worked for Pay: 15+ hours
Could not Afford First Choice College
Academic Privilege
High School GPA: B- or lower
High School GPA: B
High School GPA: B+
High School GPA: A-
Cultural Privilege
College Reputation Orientation

Highest Academic Degree Planned: Master's degree or

J.D.

Highest Academic Degree Planned: Doctorate or medical

degree

Importance of Advice from Private College Counselor
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or

Professional School: Not important

Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or

Professional School: Very important
Status-Seeking Goals
Social Privilege
Asked a Teacher for Advice after Class
Importance of Advice from Teacher
Importance of Advice from High School Counselor
Cohort Year
2018
2019
In-College Experiences
Campus Racial Climate
Student-Faculty Interaction

Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: Less than 5

hours

Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 6-15 hours

Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 15+ hours
Institutional Characteristics

Institutional Type

Institutional Control

Selectivity *

-0.01
0.04

0.66

-0.93

1.04
0.57
0.55
-1.67

-1.62
-1.06
-0.21
0.08
0.07

-0.31

-0.54
0.41
-0.24

-0.28
0.13
0.49

-0.27
0.00

-0.58
0.08

-0.13
0.26
2.62
4.67
6.37

1.26
0.96
0.17

0.09
0.12

0.16

0.25

0.19
0.19
0.22
0.17

0.57
0.30
0.22
0.16
0.01

0.20

0.24
0.18
0.25

0.16
0.08
0.23

0.17
0.16

0.18
0.17

0.01
0.01
0.18
0.23
0.40

0.16
0.19
0.08

0.00
0.00

0.03

-0.03

0.04
0.02
0.02
-0.07

-0.02
-0.03
-0.01
0.00
0.07

-0.02

-0.03
0.02
-0.01

-0.01
0.01
0.02

-0.01
0.00

-0.03
0.00

-0.12
0.24
0.14
0.19
0.13

0.07
0.04
0.02

0.913
0.708

0.000

0.000

0.000
0.002
0.013
0.000

0.005
0.000
0.329
0.608
0.000

0.125

0.021
0.023
0.333

0.094
0.101
0.030

0.099
0.976

0.001
0.627

0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000

0.000
0.000
0.026
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Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.
2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.

Overall Satisfaction Regression Results. Looking at the final regression model
predicting first-year overall satisfaction, 19% of the variance in overall satisfaction could be
explained by the eight groups of variables in the model. Like with the other freshman year
models, there was a notable change in the adjusted R-squared value when adding in the in-
college experiences; the adjusted R-squared value jumped from 0.07 to 0.18. Students’
experiences during their first year of college play a large role in understanding their outcomes,
even more so than factors like demographic characteristics, amount of privilege, or
characteristics of the institutions students attended. The p-value for the F-test was also significant
at the 0.01 level for all of the models, which indicates that the regression models fit the data

better than an intercept-only model.

Table 4.21
YFCY Regression Measures for Regression Predicting Overall Satisfaction (N=15,614)
; B
Adjﬁzs ted F P-Value (Importance Placed
on Rankings)

Importance Placed on Rankings 0.00 32.60 <.001 0.05
Models 1-5:

Student Privilege 0.07 32.53 <.001 0.04
Model 6:

Cohort Year 0.07 31.19 <.001 0.04
Model 7:

In-College Experiences 0.18 8§1.00  <.001 0.04
Model 8: 0.19 79.50 <.001 0.04

Institutional Characteristics
Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.

Like with the first-year sense of belonging regression model, the use of rankings
standardized regression coefficient remained consistent across the nested models. With just the

importance placed on rankings variable in the model, the use of rankings standardized regression
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coefficient initially was 0.05 and significant. However, this regression coefficient reduced to
0.04 after entering in the student privilege variables, indicating that student privilege to a small
degree attenuated the strength of the relationship between importance of rankings and first-year
overall satisfaction. From these results, it can be said that importance placed on rankings plays a
statistically significant but relatively modest role in understanding the extent to which students
are satisfied with their college experience. Table 4.22 is important in understanding why the use
of rankings standardized regression coefficient did not lessen after adding in the in-college
experiences variables. In particular, there was virtually no correlation between the in-college
experiences and importance placed on rankings.

Table 4.22
YFCY In-College Experiences Correlation with Importance of Rankings (N=15,614)

Importance Placed on Rankings

Campus Racial Climate 0.02
Student-Faculty Interaction -0.01
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: Less than 5 hours 0.02
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 6-15 hours 0.03
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 15+ hours -0.03

Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.

As with sense of belonging, the in-college experiences also were some of the biggest
factors in understanding first-year overall satisfaction. Student-faculty interaction predicted
overall satisfaction more than any other variable in the models; students who had higher levels of
student-faculty interaction felt more satisfied with their college experience. On the other hand,
students with higher levels of negative cross-racial interaction felt less satisfied. Finally, students
who participated in student clubs/groups weekly had increased overall satisfaction versus
students who did not participate. In conclusion, the activities students partake in while in college
are more impactful in determining their overall satisfaction than whether or not they used college

rankings when deciding which college to attend.
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A few other variables were important factors in predicting first-year overall satisfaction.
Compared with non-South Asian students, South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri
Lankan) students had significantly lower satisfaction. Looking at factors related to privilege,
students who valued their college’s reputation felt more satisfied with their first-year college
experience. One finding related to institutional characteristics is that students at four-year liberal
arts colleges and masters comprehensive universities were more satisfied with their college
experience in comparison with students who attended research or doctoral universities. In
closing, it is important to remember that in addition to use of rankings, several other factors

influence first-year overall satisfaction.

Table 4.23
YFCY Regression Results Predicting Overall Satisfaction (N=15,614)
P-
B SEB B Value
Constant 32.21 1.23 0.000
Importance Placed on Rankings 0.78 0.13 0.04 0.000
Demographic Characteristics
Man 0.09 032 0.01 0.775
Woman 0.47 032 0.03 0.143
Genderqueer, gender non-conforming, other identity -0.56 0.63 -0.03 0372
White/Caucasian 0.75 024 0.04 0.002
African American/Black -1.04 0.31 -0.03 0.001
American Indian/Alaska Native -2.42 0.65 -0.03 0.000

East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese) -0.05 0.27 0.00 0.850
Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese, Hmong, 0.35 031 -001 0262

Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri 575 040 -006 0.000
Lankan)
Other Asian -0.27 091 0.00 0.771
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -1.42 0.99 -0.01 0.152
Latino (Mexwan American/Chicano, Puerto Rican, Other 0.00 024 0.00  0.995
Latino)
Other Race 0.56 0.58 0.01 0.330
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident 0.07 0.39 0.00 0.861
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) -0.78 0.42 -0.04 0.062
Other Citizenship 0.71 0.75 0.02 0.343
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$59,999) 0.22 0.12  0.02 0.067
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Middle Income ($60,000-$199,999)
Upper Income ($200,000 or more)
Concern about Ability to Finance College Education:
None
Concern about Ability to Finance College Education:
Major
Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours
Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours
Worked for Pay: 15+ hours
Could not Afford First Choice College
Academic Privilege
High School GPA: B- or lower
High School GPA: B
High School GPA: B+
High School GPA: A-
Cultural Privilege
College Reputation Orientation
Highest Academic Degree Planned: Master's degree or
J.D.
Highest Academic Degree Planned: Doctorate or
medical degree
Importance of Advice from Private College Counselor
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or
Professional School: Not important
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or
Professional School: Very important
Status-Seeking Goals
Social Privilege
Asked a Teacher for Advice after Class
Importance of Advice from Teacher
Importance of Advice from High School Counselor
Cohort Year
2018
2019
In-College Experiences
Campus Racial Climate
Student-Faculty Interaction
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: Less than 5
hours
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 6-15 hours
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 15+ hours
Institutional Characteristics
Institutional Type
Institutional Control
Selectivity *

-0.01
-0.21

0.98

-0.63

0.35
-0.15
0.27
-1.79

-2.14
-1.84
-0.85
-0.59
0.07

-0.18

-0.23
-0.31
-0.29

-0.40
-0.22
-0.01

-0.37
0.29

-0.46
0.03

-0.12
0.31
1.59
2.08
4.13

1.73
-0.35
0.27

0.09
0.11

0.15

0.23

0.17
0.18
0.21
0.16

0.54
0.29
0.20
0.15
0.01

0.19

0.22
0.17
0.23

0.15
0.08
0.21

0.16
0.15

0.17
0.16

0.01
0.01
0.17
0.22
0.37

0.15
0.18
0.07

0.00
-0.02

0.05

-0.02

0.02
-0.01
0.01

-0.08

-0.03
-0.05
-0.03
-0.03
0.07

-0.01

-0.01
-0.01
-0.01

-0.02
-0.02
0.00

-0.02
0.02

-0.02
0.00

-0.12
0.30
0.09
0.09
0.09

0.10
-0.02
0.03

0.909
0.059

0.000

0.007

0.042
0.383
0.201
0.000

0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000

0.352

0.302
0.065
0.205

0.010
0.005
0.960

0.018
0.062

0.006
0.832

0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000

0.000
0.049
0.000
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Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.
2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.
Use of Rankings and Senior-Year Outcomes
This study made use of t-tests and a linear regression model to ascertain if importance of
rankings affects senior-year overall satisfaction. The following section provides the results for

the t-tests and linear regression model used to determine if use of rankings has an impact on
student’s overall satisfaction during their senior year.
T-Tests

Like with the YFCY data, t-tests were conducted for both the unweighted and weighted
data, and again, the p-value utilized was 0.01. The results match with what was seen for the
YFCY overall satisfaction t-tests. For the CSS data, students who placed importance on rankings
had significantly greater overall senior-year satisfaction than students who did not place
importance on rankings, and this was true for the unweighted and all the weighted (ATE, ATT,

ATU) t-tests.

Table 4.24
CSS T-Tests Based on Importance Placed on Rankings (N=22,812)
Unweighted ATE ATT ATU
Overall Satisfaction
Mean: Not Important 52.32 52.72 52.84 52.44
Mean: Somewhat/Very Important 53.27 53.23 53.41 52.82
P-Value 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Note. A bolded value means the value is statistically significant at the 0.01 level.
These results support my original hypotheses. First, with the unweighted t-test, students
who use rankings likely have greater satisfaction because of the various types of privilege they
possess. The weighted t-test results support the theory of anticipatory socialization and the fact

that students who use rankings are likely finding an institution that is a good fit for them.
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Looking at the weighted t-tests also demonstrates that for students who are likely and not likely

to use rankings, their overall satisfaction would be significantly higher if they had used rankings.

Linear Regression Model

In order to further examine how importance placed on rankings relates to senior-year
overall satisfaction, a linear regression model was estimated, focusing specifically on the use of
rankings variable. An important note is that the linear regression model was weighted by the
ATE weight, and a p-value of 0.01 was used for this particular model and results in this section.
The following section discusses the results from this regression model, along with providing
some descriptive information about the analytic sample. Like with the YFCY data, these findings
are robust against sensitivity checks where the use of rankings variable was coded to compare
not and somewhat important to very important.

Sample Descriptive Statistics. In total, there were 40,661 students in the linear
regression predicting overall satisfaction. Around three out of five (61.7%) of the students in the
sample identified as female, and the vast majority were white/Caucasian (76.1%). Latino was the
racial group identified second most frequently (11.4%), and in terms of citizenship status, 96.5%
of students said they were a U.S. citizen or permanent resident. About half (51.0%) came from a
middle-income family, with the remaining half coming from either a lower-income (23.6%) or
an upper-income family (25.4%). Around 75% (75.4%) had an A- GPA or above in high school,
and 90.9% chose to attend a private institution. Finally, 53.7% of students in the CSS sample
were enrolled at a university, and 49.5% reported that rankings were important in their college
choice decision. For more information, see Table 4.25.

Table 4.25
Characteristics of the CSS Analytic Sample (N=40,661)

Percent Standard
Distributions Mean  Deviation
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Importance placed on rankings:

Not important 50.5
Important 49.5
Gender:
Male 36.8
Female 61.7
Genderqueer, gender non-conforming, other identity 1.5
Race: ?
White/Caucasian 76.1
African American/Black 5.1
American Indian/Alaska Native 1.0
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, 2.9
Taiwanese) '
Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese,
o 4.6
Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri
2.5
Lankan)
Other Asian 04
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0.5
Latino (Mexican American/Chicana/o/x, Puerto 114
Rican, Other Latina/o/x, South American) '
Other Race 1.6
Citizenship:
U.S. citizen/permanent resident 96.5
International student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 2.2
Other citizenship 1.4
Income:
Lower income ($0-$59,999) 23.6
Middle income ($60,000-$199,999) 51.0
Upper income ($200,000 or more) 25.4
High school GPA:
B- or lower 1.6
B 7.4
B+ 15.6
A- 31.5
A or A+ 439
Institutional type:
University 53.7
4-year 46.3
Institutional control:
Public 9.1
Private 90.9
Selectivity ° 12.56 1.39

Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight.
2The percentages might exceed 100% for this variable because students could mark all that

apply.
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b This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.

Linear Regression Results. As seen in Table 4.26, for the final regression model, 27%
of the variance in senior-year overall satisfaction could be explained by the eight blocks of
variables, and there was a large increase in the adjusted R-squared value when adding in the in-
college experiences. This means that students’ experiences and involvement while in college,
such as interacting with faculty, help to explain students’ overall satisfaction above demographic
characteristics and amount of student privilege. Additionally, for each model, the p-value for the

F-test was significant at the 0.01 level, indicating that each model is helping to predict overall

satisfaction.
Table 4.26
CSS Regression Measures for Regression Predicting Overall Satisfaction (N=40,661)
Adjgzs ted F P-Value (Importance Placed
on Rankings)

Importance Placed on Rankings 0.00 42.64 <.001 0.03
Models 1-5:

Student Privilege 0.05 61.25 <.001 0.03
Model 6:

Cohort Year 0.07 81.84 <.001 0.02
Model 7:

In-College Experiences 0.26 33226 <.001 0.02
Model 8: 0.27 31943  <.001 0.02

Institutional Characteristics

Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.

Table 4.26 also includes the standardized regression coefficients for the use of rankings
variable for each model. With just the use of rankings variable included in the model, the
standardized regression coefficient was 0.03, and it remained the same when the student
privilege variables were added to the regression equation. When the cohort year variable entered
the regression model, the standardized regression coefficient decreased to 0.02, which

demonstrates that cohort year slightly attenuated the strength of the relationship between

119



importance placed on rankings and senior-year overall satisfaction. The standardized regression
coefficient of 0.02 is statistically significant but not large, so it can be said that the use of
rankings has a small effect on senior-year overall satisfaction. Table 4.27 provides information
about the correlation between the in-college experiences and importance of rankings, and as seen
in this table, there was no relationship between these particular in-college experiences and use of
rankings.

Table 4.27
CSS In-College Experiences Correlation with Importance of Rankings (N=40,661)

Importance Placed on Rankings

Campus Racial Climate 0.01
Student-Faculty Interaction -0.01
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: Less than 5 hours 0.02
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 6-15 hours 0.01
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 15+ hours 0.00

Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.01 level.

The in-college experiences proved to be important predictors of senior-year overall
satisfaction, so a student’s activities while in college are major influencers on their level of
satisfaction. Students who felt they had stronger mentoring relationships with faculty had greater
overall satisfaction, and student-faculty interaction had the strongest effect on overall satisfaction
in comparison with the other variables in the models. Another factor that positively influenced
overall satisfaction was involvement in student clubs/groups; students who were involved
weekly in some type of student club or group had higher satisfaction than students who were not
involved. Finally, negative cross-racial interaction had a significant effect on satisfaction in that
students who had more frequent negative interactions with their peers reported feeling less
satisfied with their overall college experience.

Other factors that affected senior-year overall satisfaction included the year in which the

student took the CSS survey and the characteristics of the institution the student attended.
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Compared with students who took the CSS in 2017, students who took the CSS in 2018 or 2019
had significantly lower overall satisfaction. This finding could be due to the different types of
institutions that participated in these survey cycles or other outside factors like the higher
education atmosphere. On a different note, students who attended more selective institutions had
higher levels of satisfaction, and compared to students at public institutions, students at private
institutions had lower overall satisfaction. These findings demonstrate that many factors besides
use of rankings shape the extent to which a student is satisfied with their overall college

experience.

Table 4.28
CSS Regression Results Predicting Overall Satisfaction (N=40,661)

B SEB B P-Value

Constant 3592  0.61 0.000

Importance Placed on Rankings 0.39 0.07 0.02  0.000

Demographic Characteristics
Male 0.64 0.10 0.04 0.000
Female 0.65 0.10 0.04 0.000
Genderqueer, gender non-conforming, other identity -1.29  0.19 -0.08  0.000
White/Caucasian 0.50 0.14 0.03  0.000
African American/Black -0.54 0.19 -0.01 0.003
American Indian/Alaska Native 025 036 0.00 0.489

East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese) -1.19 0.16 -0.04  0.000
Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese, Hmong, 023 019 -0.0] 0.223

Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri 035 025 001 0.152
Lankan)
Other Asian -2.06 0.53 -0.02 0.000
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 043 0.49 0.00 0.385

Latino (Mexican American/Chicana/o/x, Puerto Rican,

Other Latina/o/x, South American) 0.1 0.13 001 0.245

Other Race -0.88 0.28 -0.01  0.002
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident 0.04 0.14 0.00 0.743
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) -0.71  0.19 -0.03  0.000
Other Citizenship 0.66 022 0.02 0.002
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$59,999) -0.24 0.06 -0.02 0.000
Middle Income ($60,000-$199,999) -0.04 0.05 0.00 0.393
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 0.28 0.06 0.02 0.000
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Concern about Ability to Finance College Education:
None
Concern about Ability to Finance College Education:
Major
Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours
Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours
Worked for Pay: 15+ hours
Could not Afford First Choice College
Academic Privilege
High School GPA: B- or lower
High School GPA: B
High School GPA: B+
High School GPA: A-
Cultural Privilege
College Reputation Orientation
Highest Academic Degree Planned: Master's degree or
J.D.
Highest Academic Degree Planned: Doctorate or medical
degree
Importance of Advice from Private College Counselor
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or
Professional School: Not important
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or
Professional School: Very important
Status-Seeking Goals
Social Privilege
Asked a Teacher for Advice after Class
Importance of Advice from Teacher
Importance of Advice from High School Counselor
Cohort Year
2018
2019
In-College Experiences
Campus Racial Climate
Student-Faculty Interaction
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: Less than 5
hours
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 6-15 hours
Involvement in Extracurricular Activities: 15+ hours
Institutional Characteristics
Institutional Type
Institutional Control
Selectivity *

0.10

-0.37

-0.10
-0.30
-0.55
-0.66

-1.19
-0.75
-0.82
-0.62
0.04

-0.32

-1.11
0.12
0.09

0.11
-0.20
-0.02

0.04
-0.06

-2.37
-2.70

-0.13
0.30
0.76
1.44
1.10

0.46
-1.35
0.54

0.08

0.12

0.09
0.09
0.12
0.09

0.28
0.14
0.11
0.08
0.01

0.11

0.12
0.09
0.13

0.09
0.04
0.11

0.08
0.08

0.09
0.09

0.00
0.00
0.10
0.12
0.19

0.08
0.14
0.03

0.01

-0.01

0.00
-0.01
-0.02
-0.03

-0.02
-0.02
-0.04
-0.04
0.04

-0.02

-0.06
0.01
0.00

0.01
-0.02
0.00

0.00
0.00

-0.13
-0.16

-0.15
0.43
0.05
0.07
0.03

0.03
-0.05
0.09

0.209

0.002

0.307
0.001
0.000
0.000

0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000

0.003

0.000
0.183
0.511

0.206
0.000
0.836

0.630
0.461

0.000
0.000

0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000

0.000
0.000
0.000

Note. Data are weighted by the ATE weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically

significant at the 0.01 level.

2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.
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Revisiting Research Question 2

The aim of Research Question 2 was to examine the effect of use of rankings on first-year
outcomes such as academic adjustment and also senior-year overall satisfaction. For the first-
year outcomes, students who placed importance on rankings had significantly higher overall
satisfaction and sense of belonging but not academic adjustment. Importantly, the differences in
first-year sense of belonging and satisfaction were statistically significant but quite small.
Senior-year students who used rankings in their decision-making process also had higher overall
satisfaction, but the difference, again, was modest. The regression models demonstrated that use
of rankings was just one of many predictors of student outcomes; in-college experiences, like
student-faculty interactions, were much more important predictors of first-year and senior-year
outcomes. Altogether, from these results, it is evident that rankings do provide some advantages
to students, but use of rankings should be one of many factors considered when examining what
impacts students’ college experiences and outcomes.

Conclusion

This chapter focused on the results for this study, broken out by research question. This
study used a combination of analytical approaches including regression models, inverse
probability of treatment weighting, and t-tests. This chapter also revisited my hypotheses, finding
that my hypotheses were correct in some instances but not others. The following chapter will
engage more broadly with the results, elaborating on how they are relevant for certain audiences

and future research.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

Chapter 5 begins by providing an overview of the study and then reiterating key findings.
Next, the chapter discusses how this study’s findings relate to higher education at large and also
the literature and theoretical frameworks. Finally, implications for relevant parties and future
research are considered.

Study Overview

This study aimed to better understand the types of students likely to place importance on
college rankings when deciding where to go to college, and this study addressed a gap in the
literature by providing current information about the characteristics of students who make use of
rankings. Additionally, this study investigated whether students’ utilization of college rankings
impacted their sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction. Prior literature
had not considered whether students’ use of rankings impacts affective outcomes in college.

The data in this study came from the Cooperative Institutional Research Program at
HERI. To answer Research Question 1, I analyzed 2015 TFS data using logistic regression
models to identify the characteristics and experiences of students associated with the likelihood
of placing importance on college rankings. Bourdieu’s theory of social and cultural reproduction
(Bourdieu, 2018) and McDonough et al.’s (1998) seminal work helped to guide the variable
selection and overall hypothesis that more privileged students prioritize rankings when making
their college choice. For Research Question 2 to better understand whether students who
considered rankings as important in their college choice process had significantly different
outcomes in college, I employed a variety of statistical techniques including inverse probability
of treatment weighting, t-tests, and linear regression models. The data for this analysis came

from the 2017-2019 YFCY and CSS. Merton’s (1968) concept of anticipatory socialization
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provided insight into why student expectations might differ in regard to outcomes like sense of
belonging and also in-college experiences like student-faculty interaction.
Summary of Key Findings

Consideration of Rankings Correlates with Having More Privilege

For Research Question 1, this study found that students who placed importance on
rankings had greater levels of economic, academic, social, and cultural privilege. For example,
upper-income students were more likely to use rankings than students from less affluent families.
For academic privilege, students who had higher GPAs in high school also were more likely to
report valuing rankings in their decision of where to attend college. Students who made use of
college advice from private college counselors, high school counselors, and/or teachers tended to
be more likely to prioritize rankings. These findings demonstrate that social and cultural
privilege are important factors in understanding the types of students who likely value rankings
when deciding where to enroll in college. Also related to cultural privilege, students who cared
about a college’s reputation and were status seekers were the students who consulted rankings in
their college choice process. These findings can be generalized to the population of first-time,
full-time undergraduate students entering four-year colleges and universities in fall 2015 (Eagan
etal., 2015).
Consideration of Rankings Weakly Correlates with College Outcomes

For Research Question 2, the t-tests revealed that students who used rankings had
significantly higher sense of belonging and overall satisfaction (both freshman and senior-year),
but there were no significant differences for academic adjustment. This was true for the weighted
and unweighted data. However, the linear regression models demonstrated that use of rankings

was just one of many factors that influenced sense of belonging and overall satisfaction (both
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freshman and senior-year). The in-college experiences in this study were much stronger
predictors of sense of belonging and overall satisfaction. Thus, it can be said that rankings do
provide some advantages to students even after adjusting for privilege, but the activities a student
partakes in while in college affect their outcomes to a much larger degree.

Discussion of Findings
Student Characteristics and Use of Rankings

The main takeaway from the analysis from the first research question is that more
privileged students continue to place greater importance on college rankings when deciding
between colleges. These students have substantial advantages across multiple forms of privilege
including economic, academic, social, and cultural privilege, and this finding supports the
application of Bourdieu’s forms of capital (Bourdieu, 2018) to this study. McDonough et al.’s
(1998) study demonstrated that, in the mid-1990s, privilege strongly predicted whether incoming
college students considered rankings when selecting a college, and this study’s findings reinforce
those conclusions. The following section focuses on results from the final regression model
unless specified otherwise.

Looking more closely at this study’s results versus McDonough et al.’s (1998) results
reveals how students’ use of rankings has both remained the same and changed over time.
Regarding sex, McDonough et al.’s (1998) study did not find any differences by sex, but this
study found that men were more likely to prioritize rankings compared to women. Perhaps the
reason for this finding is that men tend to be status seekers and value prestige more often than
women (Barth et al., 2015; Delhey et al., 2022; Diekman & Eagly, 2008). For the McDonough et
al. (1998) study, the only significant findings regarding race were for Asian American and

Chicano students, yet this study found several differences by race. However, this study did not
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find that Latino students were more or less likely to utilize rankings, which contradicts the
literature (Art & Science Group, 2013; Howard, 2002; McDonough et al., 1998). This finding
might be attributed to the growing diversity of the college-going Latino population (Barshay,
2023; Kim et al., 2024; Mora, 2022; National Center for Education Statistics, 2022) and this
study’s decision to collapse multiple subgroups (e.g., Mexican American, South American,
Puerto Rican) under the broad category of Latino. Furthermore, South Asian students were the
only Asian American student group who were significantly more likely to consider rankings after
accounting for all variables in the regression models, despite significant relationships for several
Asian American student groups and importance placed on rankings in the first regression model.

The literature has consistently demonstrated that Asian American students prioritize
rankings at higher rates than students from other racial backgrounds (Art & Science Group,
2013; Howard, 2002; Lipman Hearne, Inc., 2006; McDonough et al., 1998; Teranishi et al.,
2004), yet most studies, including the McDonough et al. (1998) study, looked at Asian American
students as an aggregate group. This study adds to the scant evidence (e.g., Teranishi et al., 2004)
of significant variation within the Asian American community with respect to how they value
rankings, providing a more critical and recent look into the use of rankings within the Asian
American student group.

For other demographic characteristics, both this study and McDonough et al.’s (1998)
study found that students who were U.S. citizens were less likely to place importance on
rankings. Similarly, this study also found that international students had greater odds of
prioritizing rankings when choosing a college in comparison with non-international students.
Rankings are a helpful source of information, as international students often lack knowledge

about universities outside of their home countries (Hazelkorn, 2015), and rankings may be the
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only available form of comparison for students less familiar with a particular higher education
context (Soysal et al., 2022). Many international students look to rankings as an indicator of
academic reputation and understand that potential employers might consider the reputation of the
institution they attended, suggesting that this group of students could be status seekers (Cebolla-
Boado et al., 2018; Hazelkorn, 2009, 2015). Importantly, the number of international students
continues to increase in the United States (Anderson, 2023b). Additionally, this study supports
the idea that income plays a role in students’ likelihood of prioritizing rankings when selecting a
college (Art & Science Group, 2002, 2016; Howard, 2002; McDonough et al., 1998; Teranishi et
al., 2004). Thus, it appears financial privilege continues to be used to leverage additional status
(i.e., higher-ranked institutions), and higher-income students have greater access to the
information found in college rankings materials/publications. Likewise, McDonough et al.
(1998) point to how college knowledge has become a commodity that only certain students can
afford. Ensuring that students have access to necessary resources to choose a college that is a
good fit for them will be important to remedy any gaps due to income.

Findings for other forms of privilege aligned closely with the findings from McDonough
et al.’s (1998) study. Although often operationalized in different ways, academic privilege
continues to be a major factor in understanding which students value rankings in selecting a
college (Art & Science Group, 2002, 2016; Lipman Hearne, Inc., 2006; McDonough et al.,
1998). Additionally, students who listened to college advice from high school counselors,
teachers, and/or private college counselors also placed importance on rankings, and this study
moved beyond McDonough et al.’s (1998) study by having separate variables for each college
advice giver, whereas McDonough et al. used a composite variable. This study provides more

information about how advice from others affects use of rankings. In McDonough et al.’s (1998)
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study, the most salient predictor of use of rankings was the importance placed on a college’s
reputation, and, in this study, importance of college reputation also influenced importance placed
on rankings. Because some college rankings are considered reflective of a college’s reputation
(Bowman & Bastedo, 2009), this finding suggests that students might be thinking critically about
their future and understand the value of having a degree from a well-known university, and
advice from significant others (i.e., counselors, teachers) may aid them in aligning their
aspirations and talents with perceived reputations of potential institutions.

Reflecting back on the application of Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction, rankings
contain a plethora of information about institutions (Ehrenberg, 2005; Morse & Brooks, 2021),
and this study found that more privileged students access this information to select an institution.
McDonough et al. (1998) elaborated on the fact that, while college rankings information is
relatively cheap, higher-SES students typically made use of rankings, as lower-SES students did
not have access to guidance from counselors, parents, etc. that could be used to select a college.
McDonough et al. (1998) also believed that most college rankings when they conducted their
study were focused on prestige and status, and, while many of these same rankings magazines
still exist today, new rankings lists have emerged focusing on other parts of the college
experience (Niche, 2022; Princeton Review, 2022; Svrluga, 2019; Zhou, 2015). It is essential
that all students have access to information about higher education and the various institutions
they are considering, but findings from this study corroborate McDonough et al.’s (1998)
conclusions that there is a market for college information that remains accessible almost
exclusively to more privileged students and that more privileged students have greater access to
information about higher education (Gewertz, 2018; Glass, 2023; Klasik, 2012; Person &

Rosenbaum, 2006).
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It is also still true that students who attend highly selective institutions place importance
on college rankings (McDonough et al., 1998). As more selective institutions often are thought
of as elite institutions (Blair & Smetters, 2021; Bowman & Bastedo, 2009), this relates to
students valuing the name of an institution and where it can potentially take them in life. As
such, the findings from this study reinforce the idea that rankings represent a critical source of
information for students from affluent families intending to enroll in highly selective institutions.
There are benefits to attending a selective institution in terms of financial gains, improved social
networks, and graduate school attendance (Chetty et al., 2017; Ovink et al., 2018; Thomas, 2003;
Witteveen & Attewell, 2017), and because students who use rankings are typically already very
privileged, it can be said that rankings are reinforcing existing inequalities.

Impact of Use of Rankings on Student Outcomes

This study hypothesized that one of the advantages of college rankings is the information
these publications provide to students (Ehrenberg, 2005; Morse & Brooks, 2021), potentially
enabling students to make more informed decisions when selecting an institution that aligns with
their values. This study is important as it adds to the relatively scant literature that has examined
how students’ use of rankings correlates with their college experience (Clarke, 2007). As seen
with Research Question 2, students who valued rankings when deciding where to enroll tended
to report having a significantly stronger sense of belonging to the institution and higher levels of
overall satisfaction (both freshman year and senior year), but the difference in outcomes was
relatively weak. By contrast, students’ adjustment to the academic demands of college during the
first year did not significantly differ based on whether they had considered rankings in selecting
their college. These findings were the same before and after accounting for the various types of

privilege of the students who typically make use of rankings. The lack of difference in academic
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adjustment between students who do and do not use rankings could be due to the fact that
academic adjustment is influenced by factors like intrinsic motivation (Montgomery et al., 2019;
Otanes et al., 2022; Van Rooij et al., 2018) and support from friends and/or family (Kamel,
2018; Swenson et al., 2008), which may or may not be related to use of rankings. Future studies
should more closely investigate why there is no link between importance placed on rankings and
students’ first-year academic adjustment.

The results from this study lend partial support to Merton’s (1968) theory of anticipatory
socialization. Students who make use of the informational aspect of rankings likely choose an
institution that is a good fit for them, which leads to realistic expectations for the college
experience. These more realistic expectations lead to modestly more positive outcomes, which
was seen with sense of belonging and overall satisfaction. Additionally, the theory of
anticipatory socialization (Kamens, 1981; Merton, 1968) suggests that students who use rankings
would be more likely to participate in certain activities while in college, such as interacting more
often with faculty; however, results from nested regression models tracking the strength of the
relationship between use of rankings and the in-college experiences did not support this
proposition. Moreover, bivariate correlations between use of rankings and in-college experiences
suggested no relationship between these measures.

Although results suggest rankings only weakly predict students’ sense of belonging and
first- and senior-year college satisfaction, this study adds to the literature regarding other salient
factors predicting these outcomes (Astin, 1977; De Sisto et al., 2022; King et al., 2021; Locks et
al., 2008; Ncube et al., 2018; Vaccaro et al., 2015). A closer look into the regression models
revealed that use of rankings was only one of many variables that significantly predicted sense of

belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction, and there were several variables that
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were more strongly associated with the outcomes of interest. In particular, the experiences
students had while in college were very much related to their future sense of belonging,
academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction. In fact, student-faculty interaction was the
strongest predictor of sense of belonging and overall satisfaction; students with higher levels of
student-faculty interaction had greater sense of belonging and overall satisfaction at both time
points. Students with increased first-year student-faculty interaction also had an easier time
adjusting to the academic demands of college. This being said, the amount of times students
interacted with faculty and the quality of these interactions are more impactful than whether or
not students used rankings when deciding which college to attend. The literature corroborates
this finding; scholars have consistently found a strong link between student-faculty interaction
and sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall satisfaction (Astin, 1977; Chhuon &
Hudley, 2008; Freeman et al., 2007; Hausmann et al., 2007; Sevin¢ & Gizir, 2014; Siming et al.,
2015; Vaccaro et al., 2015). Faculty are key institutional agents because they help students
integrate into the college environment (Kim & Sax, 2017; Pascarella, 1985; Tinto, 1987), and
students who interact with faculty are often more motivated and engaged in their educational
experience (Komarraju et al., 2010).

On the other hand, students who experienced more frequent negative interactions with
diverse peers had weakened sense of belonging and overall satisfaction. This finding
corroborates previous studies that concluded that a negative campus racial climate can diminish
students’ sense of belonging and overall satisfaction (Johnson et al., 2007; Locks et al., 2008;
Museus et al., 2008; Ncube et al., 2018; Nuiiez, 2009). A negative campus racial climate often
contributes to feelings of alienation from the campus community, feelings of discrimination,

and/or academic environment stress, especially among students of color (Hurtado & Carter,
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1997; Johnson et al., 2014; Smith & Moore, 2002). Given how much campus racial climate and
student-faculty interaction affect sense of belonging and overall satisfaction, it is important to
remember that use of rankings is just one of many factors that could influence students’ time
while in college.

Finally, academic self-concept was the biggest factor in understanding a student’s
academic adjustment. Other scholars have echoed the sentiment that academic self-concept can
influence how easily a student adjusts to the academic demands of college (Chemers et al., 2001;
Haktanir et al., 2021; Kamel, 2018; Robbins et al., 2004; Wouters et al., 2011). Confidence in
one’s academic abilities is powerful in determining a student’s future academic success, as
students with higher academic self-concept have more positive attitudes when faced with
challenges (Chemers et al., 2001; Kamel, 2018). In conclusion, this study found that students’ in-
college experiences are very important when examining students’ outcomes such as sense of
belonging or academic adjustment.

Implications

Given this study’s contributions to the knowledge base on college rankings, it is
important to reflect on the study’s implications. The following section explains how this study is
relevant for various audiences including students, college counselors, higher education
institutions, and college rankings companies. Directions for future research are also discussed.
College Counselors

College counselors should be aware of several things when helping students decide which
college to attend. College counselors should provide students with equitable access to
information about college; this could be through college rankings that schools subscribe to or

through public information like the College Scorecard (Kelchen, 2018). College counselors
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could also consider moving away from rankings and utilize tools like Forget the Rankings, which
helps students find colleges that align with their values (Forget the Rankings, 2024). Because
selecting a college is not an easy process, Forget the Rankings aims to help students select a
college where they can thrive, regardless of whether or not that institution is ranked highly
(Forget the Rankings, 2024). Given the critical role that college counselors play in the college
search and selection process, college counselors need to ensure that all students they advise have
access to information about the plethora of higher education institutions. College counselors
should empower students to find the best institution for them by focusing closely on a student’s
priorities when looking at college. By advising a student to attend an institution that is the best fit
for them, college counselors will be able to best serve their students and inspire students to look
beyond college rankings when choosing between colleges.

The use of rankings does provide a slight advantage to students in terms of sense of
belonging and overall satisfaction, but in-college experiences play a much larger role.
Consequently, college counselors should recommend that students choose an institution where
they feel they would want to get involved as this study indicated that students who participated in
student clubs/groups weekly had stronger sense of belonging and overall satisfaction (both first-
year and senior-year) in comparison with students who did not participate. Additionally, college
counselors should encourage students to select an institution where they will feel comfortable
reaching out and getting to know faculty, taking into account factors like average class size and
access to faculty. Finally, especially for students of color, college counselors should advise that
students consider the campus racial climate given how increased negative interactions with

diverse peers often leads to poorer outcomes. As such, college counselors can help ensure that

134



their students have positive college experiences by encouraging them to get involved in certain
ways when they arrive to campus.
Students

Students looking to attend college can select from over 3,000 institutions in the United
States that grant bachelor’s degrees (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021); however,
the complexity of choices and limited time restrict students’ ability to critically consider each of
these options (Perna, 2006). Rankings (e.g., U.S. News & World Report) and ratings lists (e.g.,
College Scorecard) serve as valuable resources for students to efficiently narrow the menu of
choices they have for college. Students should also consider tools like Forget the Rankings,
which helps students find an institution that is compatible with their values; this reflects a
different approach to selecting an institution where fit is emphasized over measures of prestige
(Forget the Rankings, 2024). Some students may not use rankings as their college choice process
is more constrained by considerations like cost or geography (Aydin, 2015; Cabrera & La Nasa,
2000; Stolzenberg et al., 2020), and students who do use rankings could be using the rankings to
make more informed decisions about overall fit or to identify more prestigious institutions.
While the College Scorecard is free to access (Kelchen, 2018), there is generally limited
awareness of the tool as a source of information to help select a college, and many students who
make use of the College Scorecard are searching for elite institutions and likely come from
privileged backgrounds (Huntington-Klein, 2017; RTI International, n.d.; Steffel et al., 2020).
Similarly, this study found that students with various types of privilege typically make use of
rankings, and consequently, these students who consult rankings lists may be at an advantage in
terms of slightly higher levels of sense of belonging and overall satisfaction (both first-year and

senior-year).
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However, this study found that in-college experiences like student-faculty interaction
were more strong predictors of students’ outcomes than use of rankings. Given these results, it is
important for students to find ways to connect to campus and interact with key institutional
agents — especially faculty — as early as possible into their freshman year. Joining student
clubs/groups and getting to know faculty are ways for students to better their college experience.
Given how students’ activities on campus play a substantial role in determining their outcomes,
students should keep this in mind when first stepping foot on campus.

Higher Education Institutions

This study found that more privileged students tend to be more likely to consider
rankings when deciding where to attend college, and these students often attend highly selective
institutions. Research has found that selective institutions often recruit from and have ties to high
schools with more affluent and white students (Glasener, 2021; Salazar et al., 2021; Stevens,
2009). Universities often have relationships with affluent high schools because students at these
schools are high-achieving and can afford tuition (Stevens, 2009). Additionally, it is often easier
for highly selective universities to recruit from these types of high schools as they know a fair
amount of students from these schools will apply to their university (Glasener, 2021). Institutions
have also been known to buy student lists from companies like the College Board; these lists
contain information about students like their socioeconomic and academic background (Han et
al., 2019). It is evident selective institutions work to recruit students who come from privileged
backgrounds (Glasener, 2021; Salazar et al., 2021; Stevens, 2009), and these students are the
students who very likely value rankings. As such, college rankings are furthering an existing
inequity regarding access to highly selective institutions, and rankings are likely “contributing to

social reproduction in college access” (McDonough et al., 1998, p. 532). Institutions should
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ensure that they are working on attracting students from all different types of backgrounds,
especially given how higher education has long been considered a public good (Williams, 2016).
As many highly selective institutions claim they want to create a more diverse student body
(Knox, 2024), it will be imperative for these institutions to take a critical look at their recruiting
practices and actively work to recruit students who do and do not come from privilege.

Moreover, this study found that use of rankings only had a small positive effect on
overall satisfaction and sense of belonging, but in-college experiences had a much larger effect.
Importantly, student outcomes such as sense of belonging and overall satisfaction have been
linked with other outcomes like persistence and completion (Drezner & Pizmony-Levy, 2021;
Hausmann et al., 2007; Kennedy et al., 2000; McGrath & Braunstein, 1997; Tinto, 2012).
Weekly involvement in student clubs/groups was associated with stronger sense of belonging
and overall satisfaction (both first-year and senior-year), so institutions should find ways to get
their students engaged in extracurricular activities and ensure that they offer activities and
student groups that align well with the diverse interests of their campus communities. The vast
majority of students in the YFCY and CSS samples attended private institutions, so this
implication is especially relevant for this type of institution.

Additionally, students who had major concerns about their ability to pay for college had
significantly lower sense of belonging and overall satisfaction than students who were only
somewhat concerned, so institutions, especially those that are private, should work to close this
equity gap. Institutions might consider providing information about various activities on campus
through social media (Heiberger & Harper, 2008; Munir & Zaheer, 2021), target students like
working-class students who might be less likely to participate in extracurricular activities

(Stuber, 2009), and communicate the benefits of student organizations (Dickinson et al., 2021).
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Additionally, private institutions should work to increase student-faculty interactions, as
student-faculty interaction leads to greater sense of belonging, academic adjustment, and overall
satisfaction. Possible ways to increase the amount in which students interact with faculty include
promoting undergraduate research programs (Bjorklund et al., 2004; Cox et al., 2010), building a
culture in which student-faculty interaction is valued (Cox & Orehovec, 2007), demonstrating
what can be gained from attending faculty office hours (Smith et al., 2017), and offering faculty
mentorship training (Retallick & Pate, 2009).

Students’ academic self-concept was the biggest factor in understanding students’ first-
year academic adjustment, so institutions should look for ways to foster students’ beliefs about
their abilities in academic environments. Institutions can work to improve their students’
academic self-concept by having faculty utilize peer feedback (Simonsmeier et al., 2020), and
engagement with students of other races/ethnicities also strengthens a student’s confidence in
their academic abilities (Chang, 1999; Gurin, 1999). Additionally, having faculty who are
approachable and available to students increases students’ academic self-concept (Kim & Sax,
2014; Komarraju et al., 2010). Compared with students who did not identify as lower-income,
lower-income students had lower academic adjustment, so institutions can use these strategies to
improve students’ academic self-concept and their subsequent academic adjustment. This
implication, once again, applies largely to private institutions.

Finally, as campus racial climate is one of the largest negative predictors of sense of
belonging and overall satisfaction, private institutions should help students foster positive
relationships with peers from different backgrounds than their own. This is especially important
as students of color had lower overall satisfaction (both first-year and senior-year) than white

students. Strategies proven to better the campus racial climate include creating learning
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environments where students of diverse backgrounds can interact (Gregory, 2000; Hurtado et al.,
1999), having administrators who promote and value ethnic diversity (Gilliard, 1996; Harper &
Hurtado, 2007), and forming multicultural centers that support the needs of students of color
(Landry, 2002; Mwangi et al., 2018). In conclusion, while this study did not find a strong
relationship between use of rankings and student outcomes, it did demonstrate that higher
education institutions, especially private institutions, can help improve students’ outcomes by
focusing on students’ experiences while in college.
Ranking Companies

Many ranking companies state that they created their rankings given how important
choosing a college is, and as such, they believe that the information in their rankings can be
helpful for students in their college choice process (Kelchen, 2018; Morse & Brooks, 2023;
Niche, 2022). This study found that while rankings can potentially be useful in providing more
information about institutions, students with more privilege typically make use of rankings.
While there are many factors in selecting a college (Cochran & Coles, 2012; Perna et al., 2021),
there are still economic costs in accessing some college rankings, as some of this information is
only available behind a paywall (Chirikov, 2021; Lim, 2021; U.S. News & World Report, n.d.).
Given that privileged students already have greater access to more information about higher
education (Gewertz, 2018; Glass, 2023; Klasik, 2012; Person & Rosenbaum, 2006), ranking
companies are adding to this inequity by choosing to charge students to view certain information.
Companies like U.S. News & World Report got into the rankings business to increase their sales
and popularity (Sanoff, 2007), so it is unlikely that we will see rankings companies alter their
business model and provide open access to their rankings. This is unfortunate to see that rankings

companies are putting profits over their purported desire to help students, and in the process,
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they are furthering an already existing inequity regarding access to information about higher
education (Gewertz, 2018; Glass, 2023; Klasik, 2012; Person & Rosenbaum, 2006).

McDonough et al. (1998) mention how students and their families are largely responsible
for the college choice process given factors like high counselor-to-student ratios, and it is true
today that counselors are spending less time with students (Blake, 2020). It is imperative that
students have basic information to make informed decisions about college (McDonough et al.,
1998) like knowing the difference between a research university and liberal arts college and what
it means to attend a small versus large institution. Yet, rankings often attempt to rank a wide
array of diverse institutions using the same criteria (Diver, 2022). If college rankings companies
are indeed trying to provide students with critical information about colleges (Diver, 2022;
Morse & Brooks, 2023), they should include basic information about the different types of
institutions in order to serve all students looking to attend college. This, again, is especially
important given how access to information is often in the hands of more privileged students
(Gewertz, 2018; Glass, 2023; Klasik, 2012; Person & Rosenbaum, 2006).

This study found that for students who were unlikely to use rankings, their first-year
sense of belonging, first-year overall satisfaction, and senior-year overall satisfaction would have
been greater if they had used rankings. As mentioned before, the impact of the use of rankings
was on the smaller side as there were other factors that more strongly impacted students’
outcomes. However, if rankings information was free to access for high school students and their
families, perhaps students who did not use rankings before could have made use of rankings and
had slightly better outcomes as a result. As such, rankings companies are adding to inequities

that some students face when trying to decide which college to attend. If college rankings
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companies are serious about supporting students, they should strongly consider making rankings
information free for all students looking to attend college.
Research

Unfortunately, the data from this study did not represent a diverse population, so
researchers should consider this for future studies. Less than 30% of students in the YFCY and
CSS samples identified as students of color. Unlike results from analyses of TFS data (Eagan et
al., 2015), the results from the analyses of YFCY and CSS datasets are not generalizable to the
college-going population like with the TFS data. In 2020, it was estimated that around 48% of
undergraduate college students were students of color, a nine percentage point increase since
2011 (Barshay, 2023). In addition, Hispanic students are attending higher education at higher
rates (Barshay, 2023; Mora, 2022; National Center for Education Statistics, 2022). Given that
more students of color are attending higher education over time (Barshay, 2023; Mora, 2022), it
is important that this is reflected in the data made available for researchers to use for their
studies.

Additionally, the YFCY and CSS samples had very high percentages of students
attending private institutions, but the majority of college students attend a public institution
(Census Bureau, 2023; Hanson, 2024). Perhaps the results from this study would have looked
different if there was a more diverse and representative sample. Given that the results from
research should be relevant to a wide array of college students, future researchers should look
closely into the makeup of their data when examining use of college rankings and their effect on
student outcomes.

As mentioned in Chapter 3, there potentially are other factors that would have helped to

predict importance placed on rankings that were not part of the 2015 Freshman Survey.
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Information about the high schools students attended could be valuable in understanding
students’ use of rankings. This could be knowing more about the high school’s college-going
population, student/counselor ratio, and student/teacher ratio. Additional useful information
related to the privilege of students could be if the student was a legacy or knew current students,
staff, or faculty at their institution. Questions added in later years to the TFS include whether a
student has ever experienced homelessness and whether a student’s parents owned the property
where the student lived during high school. If these questions had been on the 2015 TFS, they
could have been used in this study to better understand a student’s level of economic privilege.
All in all, this study examined a multitude of student characteristics that affected importance
placed on rankings, yet there could have been other factors impacting use of rankings not
included in this analysis.

Additionally, this study does not have the ability to disaggregate or parse the particular
rankings lists students are using and for what purpose. Given the variety of college rankings
(Niche, 2022; Princeton Review, 2022; Svrluga, 2019; Zhou, 2015), this study really cannot say
which rankings students were using and why. For example, some students might want to focus
on one particular aspect of a college like colleges where Greek life is popular or colleges with
the most liberal students (Niche, 2022; Princeton Review, 2022). On the other hand, some
students might turn to the U.S. News & World Report rankings, as these rankings are typically
thought to be a measure of prestige (Diver, 2022). Given these examples, it is not clear if college
rankings are helping students find the college that is the best fit for them. In other words, did
students use rankings for reasons like prestige or to find a college that was a good fit overall?
Having more concrete information about the nature of students’ consultation or valuing of

rankings might further support the application of Merton’s (1968) theory of anticipatory
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socialization to this study. On that note, it would have been helpful to have information about the
specific rankings that students made use of and why a student decided to use each ranking.
Additionally, knowing which institutions students applied to and the ranking of those institutions
would have helped to paint a better picture of students’ use of college rankings.

Researchers could consider making use of the High School Longitudinal Study, which
asks a variety of questions about students’ backgrounds, the institutions students applied to and
were accepted to, students’ first choice college, financial aid offers, and the institution where the
student ultimately enrolled (Duprey et al., 2018). Using this data would allow for a better
understanding of the role of rankings in determining where students chose to apply and attend
college, particularly with respect to the selectivity of the institutions students considered. This is
especially important as this study analyzed data collected after students had already made their
college choice.

The aforementioned examples illustrate that students can have very different priorities
when choosing between colleges, and as a result, their college experiences and outcomes might
vary considerably. Researchers should more thoroughly investigate which rankings students use
in order to provide a more nuanced look into students’ use of college rankings. Providing a more
comprehensive picture of the types of rankings students are using and how this affects their
outcomes is important given the many types of rankings present in the higher education world
(Svrluga, 2019; Zhou, 2015).

Given this study’s results, one could wonder what might be missing from the models to
explain why importance placed on rankings did not have a stronger effect on student outcomes
and in-college experiences. The TFS asks how important rankings were in a student’s decision to

attend a particular college. Perhaps a student used rankings earlier in the college choice process
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but not when deciding to attend their particular institution; this student could still have gained
important information from the rankings that positively impacted their outcomes. Likewise,
surveys from the Art & Science Group (2024) indicate that a high percentage of students use
rankings when exploring different institutions and deciding where to apply. As such, the
importance placed on rankings variable in this study is an imprecise measure, especially as
students could make use of rankings at different points in their college search and selection
process. Consequently, having more knowledge about when students are deciding to make use of
rankings and whether that impacted where they ultimately enrolled would be pivotal in better
understanding whether importance placed on rankings impacts student outcomes. Additionally,
students have been shown to consult different rankings at various time points (Art & Science
Group, 2024), so researchers should also examine which rankings students used at certain points
and why different rankings were consulted. All in all, this point relates to earlier conclusions that
researchers should more closely investigate what it means when students say they made use of
college rankings.

Finally, a qualitative study should be considered to dive more into students’ use of
college rankings. This study could first interview first-year students, diving into whether or not
students used rankings in their college choice, what type of rankings students used and why, and
the characteristics of students who decided to use particular rankings. This study could then
interview these students at two time points: after their freshman year and upon graduation. For
first-year students, students would be asked to reflect on their time in college thus far and the
extent to which they felt a strong sense of belonging, felt they could adjust to the academic
demands of college, and felt satisfied with their overall college experience. The researcher could

ask what factors impacted their first-year college experience and if rankings were one of those
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factors. For example, why did a student decide to use rankings, and did their reasons for using
rankings affect their first year in college? Looking at these students upon graduation, the
researcher could ask similar questions about a student’s four or so years while in college and the
extent to which they were satisfied with their college experience. Why did students feel satisfied
or not satisfied with their overall college experience, and did their use of rankings play a role? In
conclusion, allowing students to share about their college choice process and subsequent time in
college will provide a more complete picture of the types of students likely to make use of
rankings, their reasons for placing importance on particular college rankings, and whether or not
their use of rankings ultimately affected their outcomes.

Closing Thoughts

This study was motivated by the current lack of knowledge surrounding what type of
students use college rankings when deciding which college to attend. Informed by Bourdieu’s
forms of capital (Bourdieu, 2018) and existing literature, this study found that privilege was
indeed a salient characteristic of students who make use of college rankings. In particular,
students who utilized rankings had higher levels of economic, academic, cultural, and social
privilege. The first part of this study was largely a replication of McDonough et al.’s (1998)
study, which was previously the most comprehensive look into this topic.

Additionally, this study is important as there are very few studies that explore how
students’ use of rankings impacts their college experience (Clarke, 2007). This study explored if
students’ use of rankings sets up expectations for their college experience, and this study
ultimately found that students who used rankings had significantly higher sense of belonging and
overall satisfaction (both freshman year and senior year). However, the more telling finding was

that students’ in-college experiences mattered a lot more in terms of what affects students’
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outcomes. This study supports the idea that use of rankings can shape students’ outcomes, but
what a student does while in college is far more influential.

Overall, this study helped to provide insight into a popular yet controversial aspect of
higher education, college rankings (Diep, 2022; Hartocollis, 2022; Hickey, 2021; Kelchen,
2018). This study has implications certainly for students, who might be considering using college
rankings to aid in their college decision. College counselors and higher education institutions
likely want their students to have a positive college experience, so this study should be of interest
to these groups. Additionally, rankings companies should consider how the rankings they create
are affecting students, and in terms of research, avenues for further investigation are discussed.
In conclusion, this study helped to fill a knowledge gap about what types of students utilize
college rankings and the effects of using college rankings on outcomes like sense of belonging,

overall satisfaction, and academic adjustment.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A

Model 1 Results for Regression Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings (N=102,234)

T

P- (with Use of
B S.E. Exp(B) Value Rankings)
Constant 0.59 0.04 1.81 0.000
Demographic Characteristics
Sex -0.15 0.01 0.86 0.000 -0.04
White/Caucasian 0.11 0.02 1.12  0.000 0.01
African American/Black -0.05 0.03 095 0.040 -0.03
American Indian/Alaska Native -0.37 0.04 0.69 0.000 -0.04
East As1gn (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, 029 0.03 134 0.000 0.04

Taiwanese)

Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, 012 003 088 0000  -0.02

Vietnamese, Hmong, Filipino)

South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani,

Nepalese, Sri Lankan) 0.72 0.05 2.05 0.000 0.05
Other Asian 0.10 0.09 1.10 0.260 0.01
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -0.47 0.07 0.63  0.000 -0.02
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto

Rican, Other Latino) -0.14 0.02 0.87  0.000 -0.04
Other Race -0.13 0.04 0.87 0.001 -0.02
Citizenship 0.04
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -0.34 0.03 0.71  0.000
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 0.58 0.04 1.78 0.000
Other Citizenship -0.23 0.05 0.79 0.000

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight. A bolded value means the value is statis_tically

significant at the 0.001 level.
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Appendix B

Model 2 Results for Regression Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings (N=102,234)

r
P-  (with Use of
B S.E. Exp(B) Value Rankings)

Constant 0.63 0.04 188 0.000
Demographic Characteristics
Sex -0.11 0.01 0.89  0.000
White/Caucasian 0.00 0.02 1.00 0915
African American/Black 0.00 0.03 1.00 0.984
American Indian/Alaska Native -0.31 004 074 0.000
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean,

) 024 0.03 127 0.000
Taiwanese)

Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian,
Vietnamese, Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani,
Nepalese, Sri Lankan) 0.57 0.05 1.77  0.000
Other Asian 0.08 0.09 1.08 0.364
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -0.45 0.07 0.64 0.000
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto
Rican, Other Latino) -0.07 0.02 093 0.001

-0.12 0.03 0.88  0.000

Other Race -0.13 0.04 0.88 0.001
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -0.36 0.03 0.70  0.000
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 0.51 0.04 1.66 0.000
Other Citizenship -0.15 0.05 0.86 0.005
Economic Privilege
Income 0.13
Lower Income ($0-$49,999) -0.36 0.01 0.70  0.000
Middle Income ($50,000-$199,999) -0.10 0.01 091  0.000
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 046 0.01 1.58 0.000
Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education (Some concern is reference -0.08
group)

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: None

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: Major

0.14 0.01 1.15 0.000

-0.03 0.02 097 0.168

Worked for Pay (None is reference group) -0.05
Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours 0.16 0.02 1.18 0.000
Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours 0.00 0.02 1.00 0.792
Worked for Pay: 15+ hours -0.21 0.02 0.81  0.000
Could not Afford First Choice College 026 0.02 1.30 0.000 0.03

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.001 level.
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Appendix C

Model 3 Results for Regression Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings (N=102,234)

r
P- (with Use of
B S.E. Exp(B) Value Rankings)

Constant 098 0.04 2.67 0.000
Demographic Characteristics
Sex -0.20 0.01 0.82 0.000
White/Caucasian -0.06 0.02 094 0.004
African American/Black 0.14 0.03 1.15 0.000
American Indian/Alaska Native -0.29 0.04 0.75 0.000
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean,

) 0.18 0.03 120 0.000
Taiwanese)

Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian,
Vietnamese, Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani,
Nepalese, Sri Lankan) 0.50 0.05 1.66 0.000
Other Asian 0.07 0.09 1.08 0413
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -0.35 0.07 0.71 0.000
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto
Rican, Other Latino) -0.01 0.02 099 0.717

-0.14 0.03 0.87  0.000

Other Race -0.10 0.04 091 0.016
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -0.32 0.03 0.73  0.000
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 0.49 0.04 1.64 0.000
Other Citizenship -0.17 0.06 0.84  0.002
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$49,999) -0.32 0.01 0.73  0.000
Middle Income ($50,000-$199,999) -0.11 0.01 0.89  0.000
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 043 001 154 0.000

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: None

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: Major

0.11 0.02 1.12  0.000

0.00 0.02 1.00 0.991

Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours 0.19 0.02 1.20  0.000
Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours 0.05 0.02 1.06 0.002
Worked for Pay: 15+ hours -0.13 0.02 0.88  0.000
Could not Afford First Choice College 0.29 0.02 134  0.000
Academic Privilege
High School GPA (A or A+ is reference 0.17
group) '
High School GPA: B- or lower -1.01 0.03 036  0.000
High School GPA: B -0.79 0.02 046  0.000
High School GPA: B+ -0.53 0.02 0.59  0.000
High School GPA: A- -0.21 0.02 0.81  0.000
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Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.001 level.
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Appendix D

Model 4 Results for Regression Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings (N=102,234)

r
P- (with Use of
B S.E. Exp(B) Value Rankings)

Constant -4.42 0.08 0.01 0.000
Demographic Characteristics
Sex -0.27 0.01 0.76 0.000
White/Caucasian -0.03 0.02 097 0.183
African American/Black 0.01 0.03 1.01 0.614
American Indian/Alaska Native -0.24 0.04 0.79 0.000

East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese,
Korean, Taiwanese)
Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian,
Vietnamese, Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani,
Nepalese, Sri Lankan) 044 005 1.56 0.000
Other Asian 0.15 0.10 1.16 0.112
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -0.39  0.07 0.68 0.000
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto
Rican, Other Latino) 0.00 0.02 1.00 0.974

035 0.03 1.42  0.000

-0.08 0.04 092  0.028

Other Race -0.08 0.04 0.92 0.049
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -0.34 0.03 0.71 0.000
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 0.52 0.05 1.68 0.000
Other Citizenship -0.18 0.06 0.84  0.002
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$49,999) -0.30 0.01 0.74  0.000
Middle Income ($50,000-$199,999) -0.09 0.01 091 0.000
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 039 001 147 0.000

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: None

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: Major

0.06 0.02 1.07  0.000

0.02 0.02 1.02 0437

Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours 0.13 0.02 1.14  0.000

Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours -0.01 0.02 099  0.587

Worked for Pay: 15+ hours -0.24 0.02 0.79 0.000

Could not Afford First Choice College 0.19 0.02 1.21 0.000
Academic Privilege

High School GPA: B- or lower -0.81 0.03 045  0.000

High School GPA: B -0.63 0.02 0.53 0.000

High School GPA: B+ -0.43 0.02 0.65  0.000

High School GPA: A- -0.17 0.02 0.84  0.000
Cultural Privilege

College Reputation Orientation 0.10 0.00 1.10 0.000 0.32

151



Highest Academic Degree Planned
(Bachelor's degree or lower is 0.09
reference group)

Highest Academic Degree Planned:
Master's degree or J.D.

Highest Academic Degree Planned:
Doctorate or medical degree

Importance of Advice from Private College

0.16 0.02 1.17  0.000

0.09 0.02 1.10  0.000

086 0.02 237  0.000 0.16
Counselor
Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School 0.10

(Somewhat important is reference
group)
Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: Not  -0.14 0.02 0.87  0.000

important
Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: -0.07 0.02 0.93 0.000
Very important
Status-Seeking Goals 0.17 0.01 1.18  0.000 0.14

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.001 level.
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Appendix E

Model 5 Results for Regression Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings (N=102,234)

r
P-  (with Use of
B S.E. Exp(B) Value Rankings)

Constant -4.54 0.08 0.01 0.000
Demographic Characteristics
Sex -0.26 0.01 0.77 0.000
White/Caucasian -0.01 0.02 0.99 0.654
African American/Black 0.03 0.03 1.03 0.276
American Indian/Alaska Native -0.25 0.04 0.78 0.000
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean,

) 0.36 0.03 1.43 0.000
Taiwanese)

Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian,
Vietnamese, Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani,
Nepalese, Sri Lankan) 0.44 0.05 1.55 0.000
Other Asian 0.16 0.10 1.17 0.102
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -0.39 0.07 0.68 0.000
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto
Rican, Other Latino) -0.02 0.02 0.98 0.512

-0.09 0.04 092 0.016

Other Race -0.09 0.04 0.91 0.034
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -0.32 0.03 0.73 0.000
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 0.51 0.05 1.66 0.000
Other Citizenship -0.19 0.06 0.83 0.002
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$49,999) -0.32  0.01 0.73 0.000
Middle Income ($50,000-$199,999) -0.08 0.01 092  0.000
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 0.40 0.01 1.49  0.000

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: None

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: Major

0.07 0.02 1.08  0.000

0.02 0.02 1.02  0.381

Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours 0.12 0.02 .12 0.000

Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours -0.02 0.02 098  0.271

Worked for Pay: 15+ hours -0.25 0.02 0.78 0.000

Could not Afford First Choice College 0.16 0.02 1.17  0.000
Academic Privilege

High School GPA: B- or lower -0.83  0.03 0.44  0.000

High School GPA: B -0.65 0.02 052  0.000

High School GPA: B+ -045 0.02 0.64  0.000

High School GPA: A- -0.18 0.02 0.83  0.000
Cultural Privilege

College Reputation Orientation 0.09 0.00 1.10  0.000
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Highest Academic Degree Planned: Master's
degree or J.D.

Highest Academic Degree Planned:
Doctorate or medical degree

Importance of Advice from Private College
Counselor

Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: Not  -0.12 0.02 0.89  0.000
important

Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: Very -0.08 0.02 0.93 0.000

0.17 0.02 1.18  0.000

0.11 0.02 .12 0.000

0.65 0.02 1.91 0.000

important
Status-Seeking Goals 0.16 0.01 1.17  0.000
Social Privilege
Asked a Teacher for Advice after Class 0.08 0.02 1.09  0.000 0.06
Importance of Advice from Teacher 0.19 0.02 1.21 0.000 0.13

Importance of Advice from High School

0.30 0.02 1.35 0.000 0.14
Counselor

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight. A bolded value means the value is statistically
significant at the 0.001 level.
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Appendix F

Model 6 Results for Regression Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings (N=102,234)

r
P-  (with Use of
B S.E. Exp(B) Value Rankings)

Constant -4.40 0.08 0.01  0.000
Demographic Characteristics
Sex -0.23  0.01 0.80  0.000
White/Caucasian -0.02 0.02 098 0430
African American/Black 0.05 0.03 1.05 0.093
American Indian/Alaska Native -0.19 0.04 0.83  0.000
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean,

) 0.27 0.03 .32 0.000
Taiwanese)

Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian,
Vietnamese, Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani,
Nepalese, Sri Lankan) 0.30 0.05 1.35  0.000
Other Asian 0.10 0.10 1.10  0.317
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -0.35 0.07 0.70  0.000
Latino (Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto
Rican, Other Latino) 0.03 0.02 1.03  0.207

-0.07 0.04 093 0.046

Other Race -0.08 0.04 092 0.055
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -030 0.04 0.74 0.000
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 0.45 0.05 1.57  0.000
Other Citizenship -0.15 0.06 086 0.012
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$49,999) -0.25 0.01 0.78  0.000
Middle Income ($50,000-$199,999) -0.06 0.01 094 0.000
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 0.32 0.01 1.37  0.000

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: None

Concern about Ability to Finance College
Education: Major

0.16 0.02 1.18 0.000

0.00 0.02 1.00 0.976

Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours 0.10 0.02 1.11  0.000

Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours -0.05 0.02 095 0.010

Worked for Pay: 15+ hours -0.26 0.02 0.77  0.000

Could not Afford First Choice College 0.17 0.02 1.18 0.000
Academic Privilege

High School GPA: B- or lower -0.68 0.03 0.51 0.000

High School GPA: B -0.53 0.02 0.59 0.000

High School GPA: B+ -035 0.02 071  0.000

High School GPA: A- -0.14 0.02 0.87  0.000
Cultural Privilege

College Reputation Orientation 0.09 0.00 1.10 0.000

155



Highest Academic Degree Planned: Master's
degree or J.D.

Highest Academic Degree Planned:
Doctorate or medical degree

Importance of Advice from Private College
Counselor

Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: Not
important

Attending College to Prepare Myself for
Graduate or Professional School: Very
important

Status-Seeking Goals

Social Privilege

Asked a Teacher for Advice after Class

Importance of Advice from Teacher

Importance of Advice from High School
Counselor

Institutional Characteristics
Institutional Type
Institutional Control

0.15

0.07

0.67

-0.10

-0.07

0.16

0.08
0.20

0.29

-0.58
0.12

0.02

0.02

0.02

0.02

0.02

0.01

0.02
0.02

0.02

0.02
0.02

1.17

1.07

1.95

0.90

0.93

1.18

1.08
1.23

1.34

0.56
1.13

0.000

0.004

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000
0.000

0.000

0.000
0.000

-0.17
0.02

Note. Data are weighted by the adjusted weight. A bolded value means the value is

statistically significant at the 0.001 level.
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Appendix G

YFCY Regression Measures for Regression Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings
(N=9,270)

Hosmer and Classification Table
Lemeshow Test (% of Cases Classified Correctly)
-2 Log Chi- P- Not
Likelihood square Value Important Important Overall

Model 1:

Demographic 11510.52 8.70  0.069 59.06 51.09 53.64

Characteristics
Model 2:

Economic Privilege 11364.52 9.14  0.331 61.01 53.78 56.09
Model 3:

Academic Privilege 1123122  11.64 0.168 56.53 60.25 59.06
Model 4:

Cultural Privilege 10276.30 729  0.505 63.41 69.17 67.32
Model 5:

Social Privilege 1022729 1896  0.015 63.78 68.79 67.18
Model 6:

Institutional 10152.76 942  0.308 64.49 69.04 67.58

Characteristics
Model 7:

Selectivity 9696.95 16.98 0.030 67.59 71.82 70.46

Note. A bolded value means the value is statistically significant at the 0.01 level.
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Appendix H

YFCY Regression Results Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings (N=9,270)

B S.E. Exp(B) P-Value

Constant -9.17  0.46 0.00 0.000

Demographic Characteristics
Man 0.27  0.17 1.31 0.108
Woman 0.06 0.16 1.06 0.731
Genderqueer, gender non-conforming, other identity -0.32  0.33 0.72 0.322
White/Caucasian 0.00 0.10 1.00 0.973
African American/Black 0.12  0.12 1.13 0.326
American Indian/Alaska Native 0.14 0.22 1.15 0.544
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean,

) 0.17  0.11 1.18 0.122
Taiwanese)

Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese,
Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri

0.01 0.13 1.01 0.915

-0.03  0.16 0.97 0.865

Lankan)
Other Asian -0.21  0.32 0.81 0.500
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander -0.62  0.36 0.54 0.084
Latino (Mex1car} American/Chicano, Puerto Rican, 0.08  0.09 0.93 0.424
Other Latino)
Other Race -0.37  0.21 0.69 0.083
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -0.26  0.18 0.77 0.138
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) 0.06 0.19 1.06 0.766
Other Citizenship 021 034 1.23 0.548
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$59,999) -0.18  0.05 0.84 0.000
Middle Income ($60,000-$199,999) 0.03 0.03 1.03 0.424
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 0.15 0.04 1.16 0.001
Concell;lnoerll‘t;out Ability to Finance College Education: 005 0.06 0.95 0.388
Conceﬁa?‘z;)ut Ability to Finance College Education: 011 0.09 0.90 0.222
Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours -0.01  0.07 0.99 0.828
Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours 0.04  0.07 1.04 0.543
Worked for Pay: 15+ hours 0.03  0.08 1.04 0.664
Could not Afford First Choice College 0.14  0.06 1.15 0.031
Academic Privilege
High School GPA: B- or lower -0.21  0.19 0.81 0.260
High School GPA: B -0.27  0.10 0.76 0.009
High School GPA: B+ -0.17  0.08 0.85 0.028
High School GPA: A- -0.03  0.06 0.97 0.646
Cultural Privilege
College Reputation Orientation 0.07  0.00 1.07 0.000
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Highest Academic Degree Planned: Master's degree or
J.D.
Highest Academic Degree Planned: Doctorate or
medical degree
Importance of Advice from Private College Counselor
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or
Professional School: Not important
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or
Professional School: Very important
Status-Seeking Goals
Social Privilege
Asked a Teacher for Advice after Class
Importance of Advice from Teacher
Importance of Advice from High School Counselor
Institutional Characteristics
Institutional Type
Institutional Control
Selectivity
Selectivity *

-0.07

-0.29
0.48
-0.17

0.05

0.25
0.02
0.07
0.35

-0.08
-0.30

0.54

0.07

0.09
0.07
0.09

0.06

0.03
0.08
0.06
0.06

0.06
0.06

0.03

0.93

0.75
1.61
0.85

1.05

1.28
1.02
1.07
1.42

0.92
0.74

1.72

0.352

0.001
0.000
0.054

0.453

0.000
0.823
0.246
0.000

0.146
0.000

0.000

Note. A bolded value means the value is statistically significant at the 0.01 level.
2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.
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Appendix I

CSS Regression Measures for Regression Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings
(N=22,860)

Hosmer and Classification Table
Lemeshow Test (% of Cases Classified Correctly)
-2 Log Chi- P- Not
Likelihood square Value Important Important Overall

Model 1:

Demographic 28042.54 0.62  0.961 21.77 83.48 64.48

Characteristics
Model 2:

Economic Privilege 27615.08 998  0.267 50.76 63.65 59.68
Model 3:

Academic Privilege 27326.41 11.44  0.178 51.64 65.69 61.36
Model 4:

Cultural Privilege 25105.98 19.50 0.012 61.43 70.60 67.77
Model 5:

Social Privilege 24939.72 12.74  0.121 62.10 70.70 68.00
Model 6:

Institutional 24489.86 11.61 0.170 63.56 71.69 69.19

Characteristics
Model 7:

Selectivity 24110.42 18.51 0.018 64.45 72.40 69.90

Note. A bolded value means the value is statistically significant at the 0.01 level.
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Appendix J

CSS Regression Results Predicting Importance Placed on Rankings (N=22,860)

B S.E. Exp(B) P-Value

Constant -6.25 024  0.00 0.000

Demographic Characteristics
Male 0.08 0.05 1.08 0.100
Female -0.06 0.05 094 0.154
Genderqueer, gender non-conforming, other identity -0.01  0.09 099 0.888
White/Caucasian -0.09 0.06 091 0.141
African American/Black 0.10 0.08 1.11 0.216
American Indian/Alaska Native -0.06  0.15 0.94 0.698
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean,

) 0.08 0.07 1.09 0.245
Taiwanese)

Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese,
Hmong, Filipino)
South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri

-0.11  0.08  0.90 0.193

021 012 1.23 0.090

Lankan)
Other Asian -0.07 0.25 0.93 0.781
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0.05 0.23 1.06 0.813

Latino (Mexican American/Chicana/o/x, Puerto

Rican, Other Latina/o/x, South American) -0.09 006 091 0.124

Other Race -0.19 0.12  0.83 0.125
U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident -0.21  0.06 0.81 0.001
International Student (F-1, or M-1 visa) -0.05 0.09 095 0.558
Other Citizenship 026 0.10 1.30 0.009
Economic Privilege
Lower Income ($0-$59,999) -0.16 0.03  0.85 0.000
Middle Income ($60,000-$199,999) -0.02  0.02 098 0.358
Upper Income ($200,000 or more) 0.18 0.03 1.19 0.000
Concell;lnoerll‘t;out Ability to Finance College Education: 007 004 107 0.063
Conceﬁa?‘z;)ut Ability to Finance College Education: 007 005 093 0.196
Worked for Pay: Less than 5 hours 0.12 0.04 1.13 0.006
Worked for Pay: 6-15 hours 0.11 0.04 1.12 0.007
Worked for Pay: 15+ hours -0.09 0.05 091 0.069
Could not Afford First Choice College 0.10 0.04 1.10 0.016
Academic Privilege
High School GPA: B- or lower -0.21 0.11  0.81 0.057
High School GPA: B -0.26  0.06 0.77 0.000
High School GPA: B+ -0.09 0.05 092 0.063
High School GPA: A- -0.08 0.04 092 0.027
Cultural Privilege
College Reputation Orientation 0.07 0.00 1.07 0.000
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Highest Academic Degree Planned: Master's degree
or J.D.
Highest Academic Degree Planned: Doctorate or
medical degree
Importance of Advice from Private College
Counselor
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or
Professional School: Not important
Attending College to Prepare Myself for Graduate or
Professional School: Very important
Status-Seeking Goals
Social Privilege
Asked a Teacher for Advice after Class
Importance of Advice from Teacher
Importance of Advice from High School Counselor
Institutional Characteristics
Institutional Type
Institutional Control
Selectivity
Selectivity *

0.05

-0.13

0.38

-0.14

0.05

0.20
0.00
0.18
0.32

-0.34
0.09

0.29

0.05

0.06

0.05

0.06

0.04

0.02
0.05
0.04
0.04

0.04
0.05

0.02

1.05

0.88

1.46

0.87

1.05

1.22
1.00
1.20
1.38

0.71
1.10

1.34

0.283

0.016

0.000

0.011

0.178

0.000
0.978
0.000
0.000

0.000
0.081

0.000

Note. A bolded value means the value is statistically significant at the 0.01 level.

2This variable was divided by 100 to aid with regression interpretation.
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