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ABSTRACT 
 

Studies that have investigated college choice factors for high-achieving students 

repeatedly cite academic reputation as one of the top indicators of choice but have not 

indicated why some high-achieving students choose to attend universities with a less 

prestigious reputation than the more highly prestigious options available to them. The 

purpose of this study was to examine whether differences exist between traditional-aged 

high achieving students who choose to attend higher-tiered universities and their peers 

who choose to attend lower-tiered universities.  

Independent variables were selected based upon Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) 

three-stage model and previous research findings in the literature and grouped according 

to: (1) students’ individual and family characteristics, including ethnicity, gender, 

parents’ education level, and family income; (2) institutional characteristics, including 

financial considerations and academic reputation; and (3) the influence of others, 

including parents, relatives, teachers and counselors. 

The sample was drawn from the 97 universities which administered the CIRP 

Freshman Survey in 2004. Data were used for students who were attending their first 

choice college located more than 100 miles from home. Data were used from students 

who had received scores at or above 660 on the SAT Verbal, and scores at or above 670 

on the SAT Math. For students who did not report scores for both SAT verbal and SAT 

math, the researcher accepted data from students reporting an ACT composite score of 30 
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or higher. In addition, in order for their data to be used, students were required to have an 

A or A+ average in high school.  

Results were reported as (1) frequencies and descriptive statistics, (2) a 

correlation matrix, and (3) multiple regression models. The study found the availability of 

financial aid to be the most important factor in predicting whether students will attend a 

higher-tiered or lower-tiered university. Although college costs and academic reputation 

were found to be significant predictors of the tier level of university attended, they were 

of secondary importance compared with the attention to financial aid by high achieving 

students. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Each year a multitude of high school students complete college admission 

applications with anticipation of what may be the most significant decision of their young 

lives. With over 3,500 colleges and universities in the United States, the decision of 

where to submit applications has become a daunting task for students and parents. It is 

not surprising that the phenomenon of choosing a college would attract the attention of 

scholars. Researchers have examined the college choice process with a variety of 

approaches in an attempt to identify factors that influence the decisions of college-bound 

high school students. According to Kim (2004), “…every student has his or her own 

preferences about colleges based on institutional type, prestige, or even a student’s 

‘intuitive feelings’ about how his or her personality fits into a certain college” (p. 47). 

Consequently, the results of college choice studies are of particular interest to college 

administrators who are tasked with shaping the profile of their entering freshman classes. 

The college choice process has undergone significant change over the past fifty 

years. Before 1950, fewer than one out of five high school graduates attended college, 

and this ratio was even smaller for women, students of color and students from low-

income families (Kinzie, Palmer, Hayek, Hossler, Jacob, & Cummings, 2004). The 

enactment of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (more commonly known as the GI Bill) 

in 1944, and the Supreme Court decision in Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954 
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opened access to college to an ever-expanding number of students. By 1970 more than 

fifty percent of high school graduates were going off to college (Kinzie, et al., 2004).   

Today there is general agreement that a four-year college degree is essential for 

future economic success. Several studies have supported anecdotal speculation that 

college graduates earn significantly more than their peers with no postsecondary degree 

(Leslie & Brinkman, 1988; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Further, the specific college 

attended may have additional impact on a student’s future financial status. According to a 

study conducted by Brewer, Eide & Ehrenberg (1999), there is a significant positive 

relationship between attendance at an elite private institution and future earnings. While 

economists may debate the extent to which a college education benefits individuals and 

society, there is agreement that an educated citizenry contributes to economic 

competitiveness, productivity, government revenues and social equality (Kinzie, et al., 

2004).   

Today’s high school students and their parents are generally aware of the longer-

term economic benefits of a college education; and students are more likely now than 

they were fifty years ago to view a college degree as within their grasp.  With the influx 

of greater numbers and greater diversity of students has come increased competition 

among institutions of higher education for the most talented students.  There is pressure 

on public institutions in particular to maintain broad access policies; but these pressures 

often are in conflict with some colleges’ and universities’ desires to recruit high-

achieving students to improve academic reputation and rankings. Four-year institutions in 

particular have focused greater attention on marketing efforts to meet enrollment goals 
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(Kinzie, et. al., 2004). Hoyt and Brown (2003) state that, “As a part of its marketing plan, 

an institution must determine who to contact in an effort to influence student college 

choice decisions” (p. 1). 

Access to college and university information through mass media has had a 

noticeable impact on the manner in which application and admissions processes are 

approached. By the 1990s students and families had much more information that they 

could realistically use to make educated decisions regarding the institutions to which they 

should apply. In response to students becoming more savvy in their decision-making, 

colleges and universities have adjusted and improved their recruitment and enrollment 

procedures by incorporating strategies related to financial aid and early admission 

(Kinzie, et. al., 2004).   

Within the last twenty-five years, the competition among colleges and universities 

to attract students has intensified. Not only are institutions concerned about the number of 

students they can enroll, but they are particularly interested in high-achieving students 

due to the enhancements that these students can contribute to an institution’s reputation. 

The academic reputation of a university is a key factor in the recruitment of the best and 

brightest students; but it is also the case that the recruitment of the best and brightest 

students is critical for positive development of an institution’s academic reputation. 

Moreover, with a multitude of colleges and universities vying for the best qualified 

students, it is a greater challenge for some institutions than others to attract the most 

desirable students to their institutions (Geiger, 2002).   
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Many institutions of higher education in the United States are striving for greater 

levels of status and prestige. Among research-extensive universities, many long for 

membership in the Association of American Universities (AAU), which presently 

includes 62 universities considered by many to be the most prestigious in the United 

States and Canada (AAU web site, retrieved August 4, 2008, from 

http://www.aau.edu/about/default.aspx?id=4020 ). In addition, in the quest for prestige 

for their universities, administrators want to achieve an attractive rank in the annual 

edition of Best Colleges published by U.S. News and World Report (hereafter USNWR). 

The Best Colleges report ranks institutions within broader categories of national 

universities, liberal arts colleges, and master’s universities. USNWR defines national 

universities as those which “offer a full range of undergraduate majors, master’s, and 

doctoral degrees… [and] are committed to producing groundbreaking research” 

(USNWR web site, accessed September 21, 2008, from 

http://colleges.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/ college/national). The 248 institutions 

classified as national universities are grouped into four tiers, with those listed in the first 

and second tiers receiving individual numerical rankings. 

  An attractive ranking in the USNWR college guide offers nationwide advertising 

and bragging rights that many institutions could never afford to fund from their own 

budgets. “Prestige is vitally important … because it relates so closely to institutional 

wealth” (Geiger, 2004, p. 83). The wealth to which Geiger refers is not from state 

appropriations, but from the ability to obtain additional funds through increased tuition 

and private contributions. Research has found that a rise in an institution’s ranking may 
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lead to development success through improved relationships with proud alumni (Monks 

& Ehrenberg, 1999; Geiger, 2004). Moreover, universities pay attention to their 

placement in the rankings because rankings and prestige are important to their target 

student markets who want to attend a prestigious institution (Brooks, 2006). 

Due to the known positive correlation between rankings and recruitment, 

universities striving for prestige are likely to dedicate energy and resources into 

researching the USNWR indicators, which include peer assessment, freshman retention 

rate, six-year graduation rate, faculty resources, alumni giving rate, and student 

selectivity. With respect to student selectivity, the level of achievement on standardized 

tests for an institution’s freshman class is a widely accepted indicator of the quality of the 

student body. Therefore, the colleges that are most selective tend to garner the greatest 

levels of prestige. Some universities must work much harder than others to improve on 

this indicator. Universities such as Harvard, Princeton and Columbia have a long history 

of prestige and a solid reputation for quality, therefore attracting the most qualified 

students. Well into the future, the names of such universities will likely attract the best 

and brightest students from around the globe.   

On the other hand, research-extensive universities which find themselves in the 

third or fourth tier according to USNWR, particularly public universities, experience the 

greatest challenges in making headway with student selectivity indicators. For these 

lower-tiered institutions, strategic enrollment planning and strong marketing campaigns 

are necessary to communicate the quality of programs and accomplishments of faculty to 

students and other key stakeholders. Historically, little recruitment effort was required to 
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attract a sufficient number and quality cohort of students. However, with the proliferation 

and effortless access to media rankings guides, the increased competition between 

institutions has resulted in constant attention to the success of student enrollment 

strategies (Kinzie, et. al., 2004).   

 

College Choice Models 

 A variety of models have been developed to provide rationale for college choice 

behaviors.  These models generally fit into one of three types, as identified by Hossler, 

Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989): econometric, sociological, or combined.  Econometric 

models (Kotler & Fox, 1985; McDonough, 1997) view college attendance as an 

economic benefit, where students who choose to attend college do so because the 

perceived benefits outweigh the benefits of any alternatives.  McDonough (1997) 

proposed that “students maximize perceived cost-benefits in their college choices; have 

perfect information; and are engaged in a process of rational choice” (p. 3).  An 

econometric model focuses on expected costs, expected future earnings, student 

background characteristics, and college characteristics as factors important to the study of 

college choice (Hossler & Stage, 1992). 

 Some researchers have questioned the applicability of econometric models to 

studies of college choice, arguing that students often lack the ability to adequately and 

rationally process information affecting matriculation due to socioeconomic constraints 

and limited information (Jackson, 1982). Alternatively, sociological theories, or status-

attainment theories as described by Paulsen (1990) and McDonough (1997), focus on the 
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characteristics that influence both social and cultural capital, including socioeconomic 

status and academic ability. A sociological model considers the role of certain factors in 

the attainment of positions or occupations of prestige or status. 

 Two of the most prominent models of college choice are based on an integration 

of econometric and sociological models. One commonly referenced model within the 

related literature for college choice behavior comes from Chapman and Jackson (1987), 

whose comprehensive model accounts for a wide spectrum of variables investigated 

within prior research studies, including “…student characteristics and background, 

student attitudes, student perceptions of colleges, college characteristics, money (parental 

income level, tuition, and financial aid), student self-reported preferences, and actual 

college choices of students” (p. 11). Viewing the college choice process as the formation 

of intermediate summary measures followed by the weight of intermediate constructs, 

Chapman and Jackson (1987) suggested that college choice is a result of the combination 

of the following three behaviors: perception formation, preference formation, and choice. 

The model proposes that students’ perceptions about an institution are synthesized to 

form a comprehensive evaluation of the institution’s value (preference formation), which 

leads ultimately to observed college choices.   

According to Chapman and Jackson’s (1987) model a student’s overall 

impression of an institution is formed at the perception formation stage. Chapman and 

Jackson’s (1987) study, which was comprised of surveys and follow-up interviews with 

over 1,000 high-ability students, supported the premise that early preferences for a 

particular institution are principally influenced by perceptions of academic quality, 
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followed by perceptions of the school’s social climate. Early perceptions of various 

colleges are formed by a combination of students’ individual backgrounds of with 

students’ previous exposure to the college and the brand that institutions have 

intentionally or non-intentionally promoted.  

Similar to perception formation, the formation of student preferences is believed 

to be dependent on the interactions between the student and the institution, and the 

influence of the particular college. “Analysis at the choice phase is based on revealed 

preference behavior” (Chapman and Jackson, 1987, p. 14). Preferences are largely 

determined by the combination of early perceptions of the student and special familiarity 

effects such as whether either parent attended the college. 

Although the model proposed by Chapman and Jackson (1987) is commonly 

referenced in college choice studies, the three-stage choice model developed by Hossler 

and Gallagher (1987) has been most widely used within the research and was the basis 

for this study.  Hossler, et al. (1989) defined the college choice experience as a “complex, 

multi-stage process during which an individual develops aspirations to continue formal 

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

university or institution of advanced vocational training” (p. 234). Hossler and 

Gallagher’s (1987) model outlines three stages of the college choice process: 

1.  Predisposition: students’ decisions/aspirations to enroll in postsecondary 

education. 

2. Search: the process of considering types of institutions to which to apply. 

3. Choice: the selection of an institution to attend. 
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In this model of college choice, the three processes typically do not occur concurrently 

but rather simultaneously, often overlapping one another.  

 The first stage of predisposition is defined as the phase in which students decide 

whether or not to pursue formal education after high school. Several factors that have 

been found to predispose students toward college include socioeconomic status, students’ 

academic achievement, parents’ education levels, ethnicity, gender, encouragement from 

high school counselors and teachers, support from peers, and parental expectations and 

encouragement (Hossler & Stage, 1992). During the search stage, students access 

information on specific colleges to further examine the opportunities and benefits. It is 

within this phase that students are most likely to consider external and institutional 

information sources. Factors that may be considered by students at this second phase 

include cost of attendance, availability and offers of financial assistance, and academic 

reputation. The third stage of college choice is the application of the predisposition 

factors combined with the information gathered during the search phase (Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987). 

 Hossler and Gallagher’s model was the basis for the current study. This study 

examined how significant differences among high achieving students in each of the first 

two stages may impact the level of academic reputation, measured by the USNWR-

assigned tier, of the college of first choice. Predisposition-related factors to be included 

as independent variables were grouped within the categories of student and family 

characteristics (gender, ethnicity, parents’ education levels, and family income) and the 

influence of others (parents, relatives, teachers, and counselors). Search-related factors 
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considered for this study were grouped as institutional characteristics (costs, financial aid, 

and academic reputation). 

 

Statement of the Problem 

There are many postsecondary institutions in the United States that provide 

quality education. However, due to the difficulty in quantifying the value of a degree 

from any individual institution, many colleges rely on external recognition, including 

media-based rankings, to validate assertions of quality.  One of the most commonly cited 

benchmarks for quality is the composition of an institution’s entering freshman class. The 

charge of enrollment planning officers at ambitious lower-tiered research universities is 

to be acutely aware of the factors that are important to the high-achieving students they 

are trying to attract.  

Studies that have investigated college choice factors for high-achieving students 

repeatedly cite academic reputation as one of the top indicators of choice (Chapman & 

Jackson, 1987; Goenner & Snaith, 2004; Manski & Wise, 1983). These results fail to 

provide an indication as to why some high-achieving students choose to attend 

universities with a less prestigious reputation than the more highly prestigious options 

available to them. The literature on college choice is vast and investigates many factors, 

in addition to institutional reputation, that students consider when choosing to enroll at a 

particular university. Some of the other factors include education level of the parents, 

cost and financial aid packages, availability of certain programs, location of the campus, 

and the influence of parents and others. 
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There is some consensus among researchers that institutional prestige and 

academic reputation are of primary importance to high ability students when choosing a 

college. According to Manski and Wise (1983), students tend to choose a college where 

the mean SAT score of their student class is within 100 points of their own scores. 

However, the literature in this area offers little guidance to enrollment management 

professionals at lower-tier universities. Many high-achieving students are choosing to 

attend less prestigious universities. For those students, to what extent do individual 

characteristics, family circumstances or institutional attributes play a role in swaying 

them away from a more selective university? 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to examine whether differences exist between 

traditional-aged high achieving students who choose to attend higher-tiered universities 

and their peers who choose to attend lower-tiered universities. Specifically, the researcher 

applied a causal-comparative research design using multiple regression to identify 

whether significant differences exist between high-achieving students who chose to 

attend a higher-tiered university and those who chose to attend a lower-tiered university. 

The independent variables were selected based upon Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) 

three-stage model and previous research findings in the literature and grouped according 

to: (1) students’ individual and family characteristics, such as ethnicity, gender, parents’ 

education level, and family income; (2) institutional characteristics, such as financial 
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considerations and academic reputation; and (3) the influence of others, including 

parents, relatives, teachers and counselors. 

The data for the study was gathered from the Cooperative Institutional Research 

Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey for 2004. CIRP has been conducting national 

longitudinal studies of American college students since 1966 and has surveyed over eight 

million students. The CIRP Freshman Survey, managed by the Higher Education 

Research Institute (HERI) at the University of California at Los Angeles, is administered 

annually to over 400,000 entering freshmen at approximately 700 two-year and four-year 

colleges and universities (Higher Education Research Institute webpage, March 2008). 

The survey gathers information about (a) established behaviors in high school, (b) 

academic preparedness, (c) admissions decisions, (d) expectations for college, (e) 

interactions with peers and faculty, (f) student values and goals, (g) student demographic 

characteristics, and (h) concerns about financing college (HERI web site, retrieved June 

2, 2008, from http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/cirp.php).  The 40-question survey is 

attached at the end of this research proposal as Appendix A.  

A review of the research that has examined the college choice of high achieving 

students in U.S. postsecondary institutions provided the basis for the research questions 

addressed in this study. The following research questions guided the study: 

1. To what extent do students’ individual characteristics (e.g. gender and 

ethnicity) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 



www.manaraa.com

13 
 

2. To what extent do students’ family characteristics (e.g. parents’ education 

level and family income) relate to college choice for high achieving 

students? 

3. To what extent do financial considerations associated with college (e.g. cost 

and financial aid) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

4. To what extent does academic reputation of the institution relate to college 

choice for high achieving students? 

5. To what extent does the influence of significant others (e.g. parents, 

relatives, teachers, and counselors) relate to college choice for high 

achieving students? 

 

Significance of the Study 

 An exploration of the factors related to the individual characteristics and 

institutional preferences of high ability students who choose to enroll in a non-selective 

university is not only an interesting research question but also an issue of relevance to 

state policymakers and college administrators. The present study adds to the body of 

literature related to college choice by exploring differences between high achieving 

students who attend higher-tiered universities and high achieving students who attend 

lower-tiered universities.   

 The existing literature on the subject of college choice and high achieving 

students demonstrates that high achieving students differ from the general student 

population as far as the manner in which they approach the college choice process and 
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the factors that are most important to them (Bradshaw, Espinosa & Hausman, 2001). 

There is also some agreement within the literature on college choice that, although 

financial factors are considered important to high-achieving students, the criterion that 

typically grabs the top spot is college quality (Chapman & Jackson, 1987). The literature 

is limited in providing a broad and comprehensive understanding of the college choice 

decisions of high-ability students who choose to attend lower-tiered institutions. The 

present study addressed these gaps within the literature. The results of this study should 

be of particular interest to lower-tiered universities. It is apparent that high achieving 

students who choose to attend lower-tiered universities are either not giving preference to 

the factor of college quality or are viewing college quality differently than how it is 

commonly defined by the media.   

This study can be differentiated from previous research on student choice in 

several ways. First, this study explored and proposed, using regression techniques, a 

prediction model of high achieving student enrollment probability towards either higher-

tiered or lower-tiered research universities. Second, the study used data received from 

high achieving students enrolled at 97 national research universities that participated in 

the 2004 Freshman Survey; whereas earlier literature on the subject is by and large 

limited to high achieving students at only a handful of institutions, or the studies do not 

focus on the unique characteristics and priorities of high-achieving students. 
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Limitations 

 Limitations refer to “limiting conditions or restrictive weaknesses” (Locke, 

Spiruduso & Silverman, 2007, p. 16). All research studies have limitations, possibly 

related to the difficulty of controlling variables within the research design or related to 

the limited types of data that can be gathered due to ethics or feasibility.  This study, as 

well, has its limitations.  First, the process involved with college choice is inherently 

difficult to study due to the complex, longitudinal, interactional and cumulative issues 

involved with selecting a college (Hossler, et al., 1989).  This study did not allow for the 

exploration of longitudinal perceptions and cumulative influences on the process. 

Secondly, there are limitations concerning the reliability and validity of the 

Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey. To address these 

issues, the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) has addressed these questions 

through a document posted on its website entitled “CIRP Freshman Survey: Reliability 

and Validity” (Higher Education Research Institute, retrieved July 27, 2008, from 

http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/PDFs/CIRP_Reliability_Validity.PDF). However, the 

document lacks evidence for either reliability or validity except to mention that item 

values remain consistent over time for the same respondent. In addition, HERI offers 

neither content validation evidence nor any indication of relationships with other 

measures. 

Thirdly, using secondary data precludes the possibility of exploring some factors 

that may differentiate the matriculation of high achieving students.  For example, some 

research has supported the hypothesis that some students are particularly drawn to 
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institutions with a strong reputation for athletics; and additional research has explored the 

influence of peers, particularly romantic relationships, and a significant factor in college 

choice.  The 2004 Freshman Survey does not gather such information from students, and 

therefore the factors of athletic reputation and peer influence were not explored in the 

current study. 

Finally, the decision to use data gathered through the 2004 Freshman Survey 

limited the number of institutions from which student data were obtained, because the 

survey is offered and administered by colleges and universities on a voluntary basis.  

Although 97 (39%) of 249 national research universities participated in the survey, the 

lack of full inclusion limited data available to address the research questions explored for 

this study. 

 

Delimitations 

 Delimitations refer to the external validity and generalizability of the study based 

upon the research design. The author acknowledged two delimitations pertaining to the 

current study. First, this study considered only students who are attending national 

research universities as defined by the 2003 edition of Best Colleges, by U.S. News and 

World Report. The results of the study cannot be generalized to students attending liberal 

arts colleges or regional master’s universities. Second, the data were taken from a 

convenience sample of students attending universities which participated in the 2004 

CIRP Freshman Survey. 
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Assumptions 

As with all research studies, this researcher makes some assumptions in the 

design and interpretation of results for this study. First, the study is grounded in Hossler 

and Gallagher’s (1987) model, which outlines three stages of the college choice process: 

1.  Predisposition: students’ decisions/aspirations to enroll in postsecondary 

education. 

2. Search: the process of considering types of institutions to which to apply. 

3. Choice: the selection of an institution to attend. 

In this model of college choice, the three processes typically do not occur concurrently 

but rather simultaneously, often overlapping one another. However, the variables that 

were used in the study were assigned to either the predisposition stage or search stage and 

therefore assumed to fit neatly within only one stage. 

 A second assumption is related to the use of secondary data as the source for this 

study. Researchers must be cautious when deciding to use secondary data sources, and 

note the disadvantages of such a choice. For example, the researcher may make incorrect 

assumptions about the intended definition of certain terms used in the instrument. “In 

some cases, secondary analysts are able to change their concepts’ definitions to match the 

original ones and still be faithful to their theoretical framework. In other cases, this is not 

possible—the concepts are too different and forcing the fit is not appropriate” (Moriarty, 

et. al, 1999, p. 148). The current study assumed that the respondents’ understanding of 

the survey questions reflects the researcher’s understanding.  
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Definitions 

To facilitate understanding of the author’s intended meaning of certain terms, the 

following definitions are provided. 

Traditional-age student refers to a student who enrolled at the university the year 

following graduation from high school. 

High achieving student is defined as a student who (1) received scores at or above 

660 on the critical reading portion of the SAT and scores at or above 670 on the 

mathematics portion of the SAT, or scores 30 or above on the ACT, and (2) had at least 

an “A” average in high school.   

National research university refers to any college or university listed as a 

National University in the 2003 edition of Best Colleges by U.S. News and World Report. 

Higher-tiered university refers to a university which was ranked in Tier One or 

Tier Two in the 2003 edition of Best Colleges by U.S. News and World Report, excluding 

any university which had been placed in Tiers Three or Four within the past five years. 

Lower-tiered university refers to a university which was ranked in Tier Three or 

Tier Four in the 2003 edition of Best Colleges by U.S. News and World Report, excluding 

any university which had been placed in Tiers One or Two within the past five years. 

 

 

 



www.manaraa.com

19 
 

 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 2 
 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

For generations students generally have believed that college attendance has a 

positive impact on their future success, a notion promoted by higher education 

institutions. In addition, students also have recognized that a degree from some 

institutions is more valuable than a degree from others. Clearly, students and parents in 

the twenty-first century continue to put significant effort into selecting the “right” 

college, and institutions likewise dedicate significant resources toward recruiting the 

“right” students. Since the early twentieth century, several research studies have been 

conducted in an effort to understand the various factors which are most important to 

students and their families when making the choice of which college to attend.   

To appreciate and more fully understand the complexity of the college choice 

process, various topics must be examined. First, the literature review will explore issues 

from the perspective of the institutions, namely the strategies and resources that are 

dedicated to improving institutional academic reputation.  Second, the review will discuss 

college choice models and human capital development theory as the conceptual 

frameworks referenced in related college choice literature.  Finally, there will be a review 

of the college choice literature, including a review of college choice models that examine 

the relationship between college choice and student characteristics, institutional 

characteristics and external influences.  
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Academic Reputation 

American college bound students have a choice of thousands of colleges, and 

prestige undeniably affects that choice, especially for those students who have excelled 

academically and for those students who come from families with abundant financial 

means. Fried (2005) observed that, “As the marketplace for students has expanded from 

regional to national to international, and as the number of institutions offering degrees 

has increased, the importance of reputation has grown significantly” (p. 21). Similarly, 

Sevier (1994) posited five observations pertinent to the image of higher education 

institutions, namely that (1) people are more influenced by prior knowledge than new 

knowledge; (2) image has a tremendous and often underappreciated effect on college 

choice; (3) institutions with strong images are able to recruit better faculty, and faculty 

are more likely to stay longer; (4) institutions with strong images tend to have a greater 

percentage of annual fund participation; and (5) image-building is seen as a legitimate 

pre-recruiting function at a handful, but growing number of market-oriented institutions 

(pp. 60-61). 

In a financial sense, a university’s prestige has very real impacts. According to 

Geiger (2002), there are two primary factors which have an impact on reputation for 

research universities, namely selectivity of the freshman class and the scholarly 

productivity of its faculty. Selectivity refers to the percentage of applying students who 

are admitted to the institution. Generally, private institutions are more selective than their 

public counterparts. This difference can be attributed to the size of many institutions and 

the expectation for the public universities to serve a broad population of students.  
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Admissions directors at national universities have observed the impact of 

rankings, whereas an institution’s decline in the ranking is followed by a decline in 

applications submitted by high achieving students (Espeland, 2007). The recruitment of 

high achieving students among research extensive universities is highly competitive due 

to the national and international recognition that these students bring.  In addition, a high 

achieving student body will help the institution attract world class faculty and 

researchers, further strengthening the university’s image. Thus, just as top students are 

attracted to schools with outstanding faculty, so are top faculty attracted to schools with 

outstanding students, creating a win-win for the institution (Brooks, 2006). 

For prestige-oriented universities, a high or improved ranking in USNWR is 

noteworthy and likely to be mentioned frequently in institutional literature which will 

gain the attention of targeted students, faculty and donors. Private and public institutions 

alike are driven toward reports published by USNWR, which ranks American universities 

using a self-developed formula. The first edition of Best Colleges was published by 

USNWR in 1983. The ranking included 76 institutions and was based solely on a 

reputation survey completed by nearly 1,300 presidents of four-year colleges (Machung, 

1998). The original report gained instant popularity among prospective undergraduates 

and their parents because it was the first time that such information was available in a 

comprehensive format (Webster, 1992).   

Although USNWR has made some adjustments since the initial Best Colleges 

edition in 1983, the methodology generally consists of quantitative information at the 

undergraduate level such as freshmen retention and graduation rates, test scores 
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(SAT/ACT) for first-time students, the percentage of classes with fewer than 20 or 

greater than 50 students, percentage of full-time faculty, faculty-to-student ratios and 

alumni-giving rate. These factors are combined with the reputational scores derived from 

the survey of university presidents and provosts. The indicators are then standardized and 

weighted to produce the overall score that is used for rank-ordering (Clarke, 2002). A 

complete description of categories and indicators used by USNWR in the most recent 

edition of Best Colleges is provided in Table 2.1.   

 

Table 2.1 - U.S. News and World Report Indicators and Weights for the 2008 College 
Rankingsa 
 
Ranking Category  Category 

Weight 
Indicator Indicator 

Weight 

Academic Reputation  25% Academic Reputation Survey  100% 

Student Selectivity  15% 
Acceptance Rate  
High School Standing Top 10%  
SAT/ACT Scores  

10%  
40%  
50% 

Faculty Resources  20% 

Faculty Compensation  
Faculty With Top Terminal Degree  
Percent Full-time Faculty  
Student/Faculty Ratio  
Class Size, 1-19 Students  
Class Size, 50+ Students  

35%  
15%  
5%  
5%  

30%  
10% 

Graduation and 
Retention Rate  20% Average Graduation Rate  

Average Freshmen Retention Rate  
80%  
20% 

Financial Resources  10% Educational Expenditures Per 
Student 100% 

Alumni Giving  5% Alumni Giving Rate  100% 
Graduation Rate 
Performance  5% Graduation Rate Performance  100% 
aThese indicators and weights are for the national liberal arts and national university rankings only. 
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For the schools historically ranked at the top (i.e. Princeton, Harvard, Yale), it is 

unlikely that the annually reported reputational scores for these institutions will deviate in 

the foreseeable future. According to Sheehan (1996), reputation is highly correlated with 

resources, and the two characteristics “tend to feed on each other” (p. 18). In fact, a 

review of the change in reputation score for national universities over a ten-year period 

(1998-2007) demonstrates the static nature of the survey results. This researcher’s review 

of the data revealed that no university in the last ten years has made significant headway 

with its reputation score.  USNWR began reporting the five-point peer assessment score 

(PAS) with its 1998 Best Colleges issue.  A review of the historical trends reveals that in 

the years between 1998 and 2007 (inclusive), only 30 of the 248 national universities 

experienced an absolute change of 0.2 points or more, and only one college had a change 

as high as 0.5 points (see Table 2.2). 

Those postsecondary institutions with aspirations of improving their USNWR 

rankings develop strategies based upon the weight given to various indicators; however, 

few indicators are under the control of institutions.  As demonstrated in the previous 

paragraph and in Table 2.1, the indicator with the greatest weight (academic reputation 

score) has very little to do with efforts made by individual institutions.  Because student 

selectivity is one of the few indicators considered among the ranking criteria over which 

institutions have some amount of control, the universities that have made prestige a 

priority have made strategic changes to their admissions criteria. Public universities, 

which historically have a reputation for access and open admission, are now turning away 

a larger and larger proportion of their applicants in the name of increased quality.  
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Table 2.2 - Largest Positive Changes in Peer Assessment Scores from 1998-2007 
 

School Name 
Public/
Private 

2007 
PAS 

1998 
PAS 

MAXa 
1998-
2007 

MINb 
1998-
2007 

1998-2007 
Change 

University of Alabama Public 3.1 2.6 3.1 2.6 0.5 
University of Arkansas Public 2.9 2.5 2.9 2.5 0.4 
Northeastern University Private 3.1 2.8 3.1 2.8 0.3 
Andrews University Private 2.1 1.8 2.1 1.8 0.3 
Nova Southeastern University Private 2.0 1.7 2.0 1.7 0.3 
University of San Francisco Private 3.0 2.7 3.0 2.7 0.3 
University of Miami Private 3.2 3.0 3.2 3.0 0.2 
Montana State University--Bozeman Public 2.6 2.4 2.6 2.4 0.2 
Pepperdine University Private 3.1 2.9 3.1 2.9 0.2 
George Washington University Private 3.5 3.3 3.5 3.3 0.2 
Idaho State University Public 2.5 2.3 2.5 2.3 0.2 
Middle Tennessee State Univ. Public 2.1 1.9 2.1 1.9 0.2 
University of Central Florida Public 2.5 2.3 2.5 2.3 0.2 
University of La Verne Private 2.1 1.9 2.1 1.9 0.2 
University of Alaska--Fairbanks Public 2.6 2.4 2.6 2.4 0.2 
University of Alabama--Huntsville Public 2.6 2.4 2.6 2.4 0.2 
University of South Dakota Public 2.5 2.3 2.5 2.3 0.2 
Biola University Private 2.0 1.8 2.0 1.8 0.2 
University of Southern California Private 3.9 3.7 3.9 3.7 0.2 
Howard University Private 2.9 2.7 2.9 2.7 0.2 
New York University Private 3.8 3.6 3.8 3.6 0.2 
San Diego State University Public 2.8 2.6 2.8 2.6 0.2 
University of San Diego Private 2.8 2.6 2.8 2.6 0.2 
University of Colorado--Denver  Public 2.9 2.7 2.9 2.7 0.2 
University of Montana Public 2.8 2.6 2.8 2.6 0.2 

aReflects the highest score received between 1998 and 2007 (inclusive) 
bReflects the lowest score received between 1998 and 2007 (inclusive) 

 

All universities need sufficient enrollment to operate; however, institutions would 

like to be in the position of having a sufficient pool of applicants so that they can select 

the students who will shape the ideal class profile and demonstrate a lower acceptance 

rate. An improved ranking tends to lead to an increase of applications from qualified 

students (Monks & Ehrenberg, 1999). A fall in the rankings can put even greater pressure 

on the admissions office (Mufson, 1999). Despite the limitations in the ranking  
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methodology, movement in the rankings appears to have some correlational relationships 

with future selectivity, with evidence that application rates will decrease following a drop 

in the rankings (Hoxby, 1997). Research-extensive universities placed in the third and 

fourth tiers have to work particularly hard to attract top quality students away from their 

top-tier competitors (Geiger, 2004). 

 

College Choice Models 
 

Effective enrollment management begins with an understanding of the college 

choice process, including the timing of various stages and knowledge regarding factors 

which are considered most important to the recruitment pool (DesJardins, et al., 1999).  

Institutions that understand the effects that various factors have on the tendency of 

students to prefer one type of institution over another are armed with information that 

may be helpful in the development of effective marketing strategies.  

A variety of models have been developed to provide rationale for college choice 

behaviors.  These models generally fit into one of three types, as identified by Hossler, 

Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989): econometric, sociological, or combined.  Econometric 

models (Kotler & Fox, 1985; McDonough, 1997) view college attendance as an 

economic benefit, where students who choose to attend college do so because the 

perceived benefits outweigh the benefits of any alternatives.  McDonough (1997) 

proposed that “students maximize perceived cost-benefits in their college choices; have 

perfect information; and are engaged in a process of rational choice” (p. 3).  An 

econometric model focuses on expected costs, expected future earnings, student 
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background characteristics, and college characteristics as factors important to the study of 

college choice (Hossler & Stage, 1992). 

 Some researchers have questioned the applicability of econometric models to 

studies of college choice, arguing that students often lack the ability to adequately and 

rationally process information affecting matriculation due to socioeconomic constraints 

and limited information (Jackson, 1982). Alternatively, sociological theories, or status-

attainment theories as described by Paulsen (1990) and McDonough (1997), focus on the 

characteristics that influence both social and cultural capital, including socioeconomic 

status and academic ability. A sociological model considers the role of certain factors in 

the attainment of positions or occupations of prestige or status. 

 Two of the most prominent models of college choice are based on an integration 

of econometric and sociological models. One commonly referenced model within the 

related literature for college choice behavior comes from Chapman and Jackson (1987), 

whose comprehensive model accounts for a wide spectrum of variables investigated 

within prior research studies, including “…student characteristics and background, 

student attitudes, student perceptions of colleges, college characteristics, money (parental 

income level, tuition, and financial aid), student self-reported preferences, and actual 

college choices of students” (p. 11). Viewing the college choice process as the formation 

of intermediate summary measures followed by the weight of intermediate constructs, 

Chapman and Jackson (1987) suggested that college choice is a result of the combination 

of the following three behaviors: perception formation, preference formation, and choice. 

The model proposes that students’ perceptions about an institution are synthesized to 
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form a comprehensive evaluation of the institution’s value (preference formation), which 

leads ultimately to observed college choices.   

According to Chapman and Jackson’s (1987) model a student’s overall 

impression of an institution is formed at the perception formation stage. Chapman and 

Jackson’s (1987) study, which was comprised of surveys and follow-up interviews with 

over 1,000 high-ability students, supported the premise that early preferences for a 

particular institution are principally influenced by perceptions of academic quality, 

followed by perceptions of the school’s social climate. Early perceptions of various 

colleges are formed by a combination of students’ individual backgrounds with students’ 

previous exposure to the college and the brand that institutions have intentionally or non-

intentionally promoted.  

Similar to perception formation, the formation of student preferences is believed 

to be dependent on the interactions between the student and the institution, and the 

influence of the particular college. “Analysis at the choice phase is based on revealed 

preference behavior” (Chapman and Jackson, 1987, p. 14). Preferences are largely 

determined by the combination of early perceptions of the student and special familiarity 

effects such as whether either parent attended the college. 

Although the model proposed by Chapman and Jackson (1987) is commonly 

referenced in college choice studies, the three-stage choice model developed by Hossler 

and Gallagher (1987) has been most widely used within the research and will be the basis 

for this study.  Hossler, et al. (1989) defined the college choice experience as a “complex, 

multi-stage process during which an individual develops aspirations to continue formal 
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education beyond high school, followed later by a decision to attend a specific college, 

university or institution of advanced vocational training” (p. 234). Hossler and 

Gallagher’s (1987) model outlines three stages of the college choice process: 

1.  Predisposition: students’ decisions/aspirations to enroll in postsecondary 

education. 

2. Search: the process of considering types of institutions to which to apply. 

3. Choice: the selection of an institution to attend. 

In this model of college choice, the three processes typically do not occur concurrently 

but rather simultaneously, often overlapping one another.  

 The first stage of predisposition is defined as the phase in which students decide 

whether or not to pursue formal education after high school. According to the Hossler, et 

al.’s (1989) model of college choice, the predisposition stage is a “developmental phase 

in which students determine whether or not they would like to continue their education 

beyond high school” (p. 209). The predisposition stage coincides with the transition from 

middle school to high school during which time students tend to be open to the positive 

influences of significant others at home and school.  When these adolescents receive 

positive messages and encouragement from parents and other significant individuals in 

the area of academic development, there is a positive effect on future college success. 

According to this model, the predisposition stage is a “longitudinal development phase 

involving the initial formation and subsequent reassessment of college aspirations” 

(Brasier, 2008, p. 22). Several factors that have been found to predispose students toward 

college include socioeconomic status, students’ academic achievement, parents’ 
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education levels, ethnicity, gender, encouragement from high school counselors and 

teachers, support from peers, and parental expectations and encouragement (Hossler & 

Stage, 1992).  

During the search stage, students engage in accessing information on specific 

colleges to further examine the opportunities and benefits. It is within this phase that 

students are most likely to consider external and institutional information sources. Factors 

that may be considered by students at this second phase include cost of attendance, 

availability and offers of financial assistance, and academic reputation. The third stage of 

college choice is the application of the predisposition factors combined with the 

information gathered during the search phase (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Regardless of 

the efficiency with which students move through the three-step process, it is during the 

third stage that students choose one institution over another (Kim, 2004).   

 Hossler and Gallagher’s model will be the basis for the current study. This study 

will examine how significant differences among high achieving students in each of the 

first two stages may impact the importance of the academic reputation, measured by the 

USNWR-assigned tier, of the college of first choice. Predisposition-related factors to be 

included as independent variables will be grouped within the categories of student and 

family characteristics (gender, ethnicity, parents’ education levels, and family income) 

and the influence of others (parents, relatives, teachers, and counselors). Search-related 

factors considered for this study will be grouped as institutional characteristics (costs, 

financial aid, and academic reputation). 
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College Choices of High Achieving Students 

Given the breadth of the literature on college choice, the remainder of this chapter 

will focus on a review of prior studies that have applied college choice frameworks to the 

educational choices of high achieving students. A review of the literature suggests that 

the characteristics of students (e.g. gender, ethnicity, and family income), the 

characteristics of institutions (e.g. cost, location, reputation, and programs), and the 

influence of others (e.g. parents, teachers, and counselors) together influence the 

matriculation decisions of students (DesJardins, et al., 1999). Specifically, the research 

has supported the hypothesis that students of high socioeconomic status with high 

educational aspirations, high academic ability, and highly educated parents are more 

likely to choose institutions that cost more, are further from home, and are highly 

selective (Hossler, et al., 1989; Paulsen, 1990). Moreover, high-achieving students are 

more likely to attend selective universities and out-of-state universities than students with 

low or average achievement levels (Braxton, 1990).  

Although the existing research related to college choice and matriculation is 

considerable, and despite the importance of such information, little research has been 

done to consider differences in the factors that are considered most important to students 

choosing to attend a highly selective (or higher-tiered) university and those whose first 

choice school is a less selective institution. The literature supports the notion that high-

achieving high school students consider academic reputation to be among the most 

important when deciding where to go to college. However, when one reviews the trends 

in admissions of high-achieving students to Tier three and Tier four institutions, it is clear 
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that these lower-tiered universities are consistently attracting greater numbers of 

academically attractive students. Of the 54 lower-tiered universities for which SAT 

scores were reported in the 2002 and 2007 editions of Best Colleges,  41 experienced an 

increase in the 25th percentile for incoming students, and the freshman class for 24 of 

those institutions increased SAT scores by 30 points or more, as reflected in Table 2.3. 

For those universities that are setting strategic goals to improve their position in the  

 
Table 2.3 - Largest Positive Changes in 25th Percentile SAT Scores for Lower-Tier 
Universities from 2002-2007 
 

School Name 
2007 25th 
Percentile 

2002 25th 
Percentile 

2007 25th - 
2002 25th 

Temple University 1000 920 80 
Texas Tech University 1040 970 70 
University of Texas--Dallas 1120 1060 60 
Rutgers--Newark 1020 960 60 
Seton Hall University 1010 950 60 
University of La Verne 930 870 60 
University of South Florida 1030 970 60 
Hofstra University 1060 1010 50 
St. John's University 940 890 50 
Georgia State University 990 940 50 
Old Dominion University 960 910 50 
Virginia Commonwealth University 960 920 40 
Indiana U.-Purdue U.--Indianapolis 880 840 40 
San Diego State University 980 940 40 
University of Rhode Island 1020 980 40 
Univ of Massachusetts--Boston 960 920 40 
Northern Arizona University 960 920 40 
Portland State University 930 890 40 
University of North Texas 1000 960 40 
Univ of Maryland--Baltimore County 1110 1080 30 
Adelphi University 1000 970 30 
University of Houston 950 920 30 
Texas Woman's University 850 820 30 
George Mason University 1000 970 30 
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USNWR rankings, a study with a specific focus on the factors that influence the 

academically-talented students to less prestigious institutions would be considerably 

helpful. 

According to economists, students who pay more to attend a selective college are 

making sound economic decisions, as every 100-point increase in a college’s average 

SAT is associated with 3 to 7 percent higher earnings for its graduates (Kane, 1998). Dale 

and Krueger (1999) added that the payoff is greatest for students from disadvantaged 

family backgrounds, although those students are less likely to make the initial investment. 

Hoxby (1997) noted that students who invest in prestige earn their investments back 

several times over, but some researchers question the cause-and-effect of these results, 

arguing that the higher earnings may be correlated more with the traits and drive of high-

achieving students and less to do with their college alma mater.   

Moreover, Avery and Hoxby (2003) found that high-ability students were likely 

to be more analytic and long-sighted regarding their college investment; and advised that 

students are better off to refuse a full ride at a lower-ranked college and spend their 

money on the higher-ranked school. There are other non-tangible benefits of attending a 

higher-tiered school which are not calculated as easily, such as developing professional 

and social networks (Behrman, Kletzer, McPherson & Schapiro, 1998).  Although high-

achieving students have been found to behave as rational human capital investors, Avery 

and Hoxby (2003) identified three circumstances that impact rational investment 

behavior, namely:  
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1. Credit constraints – The family income level is too high to qualify for need-

based aid, and the family is unwilling to pay for a highly-selective college; 

2.  Misinformation – The student is naïve about the various levels of financial 

resources and subsequently chooses a college at which he accumulates less 

human capital than what could have been possible; 

3. Lack of concern – The student simply is not concerned about maximizing 

his lifetime utility when choosing a college. 

Existing literature in the area of college choice behavior can be categorized in a 

number of ways. The broadest category separates the literature into explorations of 

whether students attend college (access) and where students attend college (choice) (Hu 

& Hossler, 2000). Hossler, Braxton and Coopersmith (1989) further narrowed the field of 

college choice studies by students’ decisions to (1) attend any type of higher education, 

(2) attend a vocational school, two-year institution or four-year institution, and (3) attend 

a specific institution over other reasonable options. In addition, researchers have 

investigated students’ choices between (4) private versus public institutions (Hu & 

Hossler, 2000), (5) expensive versus less expensive institutions (Orfield, 1992), (6) first-

choice versus lower-choice institutions (Chapman & Jackson, 1987), and (7) highly 

selective versus less selective institutions (Hearn, 1991). 

Relative to the factors that tend to influence the types of decisions outlined in the 

previous paragraph, additional studies reveal further categorization of the college choice 

literature.  Studies indicate that matriculation decisions are related to (1) students’ 

individual and family characteristics (Brewer, et al., 1999; Hearn, 1987; Manski & Wise, 
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1983; Paulsen, 1990); (2) institutional characteristics, such as financial considerations 

and academic reputation (Fuller, Manski, & Wise, 1982; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; 

Weiler, 1994); and (3) the influences of significant others, including parents, relatives, 

teachers and counselors (Bradshaw, et al., 2001; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999; 

Lillard & Gerner, 1999).  

 

Student and Family Characteristics 

 When considering the relationship between the individual characteristics of 

students and college choice, the history of the literature demonstrates that race, gender 

and social class have the strongest relationship with educational attainment (Kinzie, et al., 

2004). According to McDonough (1997), “African-Americans, women, and low-SES 

students are especially likely to attend less selective institutions even if their ability and 

achievements are high” (p. 5).  Not surprisingly, Brewer, et al. (1999) found that students 

from high socioeconomic backgrounds and students who are academically talented are 

more likely to attend elite institutions. 

 

Gender and Ethnicity 

 Prior research indicates that African American and Hispanic students are more 

sensitive than their white peers to the costs of higher education, are more responsive to 

grants and scholarships (Johnson, Stewart & Eberly, 1991; Hoyt & Brown, 2003), and 

“African Americans are more sensitive than other students to changes in tuition and 

financial aid, even after controlling for socioeconomic status and academic ability” (Kim, 
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2004, p.45). In addition, African American students are less likely to attend selective 

institutions than are white students (Hearn, 1987), and they are significantly less likely to 

attend their first choice institution (Kim, 2004). Gender differences also exist among 

African American students, where the quality of social life and participation in athletics 

tends to be more important to males than to females (Briggs, 2006; Hubbard, 1999), and 

the economic benefits of a college education is more important to females than males 

(Hubbard, 1999). 

In addition, whereas male students have been found in the past to have higher 

college aspirations than females, recent studies (Chenowith & Gallagher, 2004; Reynolds 

& Pemberton, 2001) have reported evidence to the contrary. With the exception of 

Hispanic females, the literature indicates that females have stronger academic goals than 

males; although Asian American males have been found to possess significantly higher 

college aspirations than females and all other ethnic male groups (Mau, 1995). The 

gender-ethnic group that appears to have the lowest college aspirations is the Native 

American male group. For both male and female students, Hispanics and Native 

Americans have demonstrated lower educational aspirations than white and African 

American students (Mau, 1995). 

 

Socioeconomic Status 

Socioeconomic status is another common category that researchers use to segment 

students in college choice studies. A number of research studies demonstrated the 

disparity between low and middle income students and high income students, with high 
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income students being more likely to attend institutions which are more costly and more 

selective (Brewer, et al., 1999; Hearn, 1987; Manski & Wise, 1983; Paulsen, 1990). Prior 

research indicates that low-income and first-generation students are comparatively 

disadvantaged against their more affluent peers when it comes to the variety of colleges 

from which they are able to choose (Kinzie, et al., 2004). The basis of this argument 

comes from a number of sources, one being the increasing institutional and federal 

reliance on granting loans rather than grants. 

In a study grounded in the status attainment perspective, Hossler and Stage (1992) 

hypothesized that family socioeconomic status had a direct relationship with parental 

encouragement and students’ academic achievement. According to Sewell, Haller, and 

Portes (1969), who introduced the Wisconsin status attainment model, a basic question 

raised by status attainment research is “By what mechanisms are social origins translated 

into attainment outcomes?” (p. 83). Subsequently, Hossler and Stage (1992) argued that 

parental encouragement and expectations, along with high school experiences, directly 

influence college aspirations in students, regardless of gender, ethnicity and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Further, they suggested that socioeconomic status has an 

indirect impact on a student’s predisposition to attend college, as there is a positive 

relationship between socioeconomic status, students’ academic success, and students’ 

perceptions of the educational expectations that others have for them. 
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Education Level of Parents 

 Being raised by parents who lack awareness of the college experience may put 

students at a disadvantage when it comes to making decisions about where to go to 

college and how to be successful once enrolled. Further, first-generation students have 

been found to receive less encouragement and support from their families than multi-

generation students when it comes to college attendance (Arredondo, 1999). These first-

generation students may grow up assuming that college is not a good fit for them or is not 

a realistic dream. However, students appear to have a higher likelihood of viewing 

college as realistic when their parents stress the importance of educational success (Ceja, 

2004). 

Research findings differ when reporting on behaviors of first-generation students 

in the college application process. McDonough (1994) reported that, compared with 

students who are raised by college graduates, first-generation students are more likely to 

limit the number of institutions to which they apply and to apply to nonselective 

institutions. However, a study of college-bound high school students in New Hampshire 

revealed no significant differences in the type or quality of college under consideration 

between students whose parents possessed postsecondary degrees and those whose 

parents had not completed a college education (Toutkoushian, 2001). In fact, first 

generation students were found to be equally likely as those with college-educated 

parents to consider attending a selective school. 
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Institutional Characteristics 

The relationship between students’ preferences and institutional characteristics is 

a significant determinant of where students ultimately decide to attend college (Weiler, 

1994). Hoyt and Brown (2003) reviewed twenty-two studies related to college choice in 

order to identify institutional factors that were most frequently cited as important to 

students. The views of over 30,000 students in 18 states were represented in the 

comprehensive review. Among the 22 studies examined, nine factors were identified that 

took first place as far as level of importance to students. Those nine factors, in order of 

frequency, were (1) academic reputation, (2) location, (3) quality of instruction, (4) 

availability of programs, (5) quality of faculty, (6) costs, (7) reputable program, (8) 

financial aid, and (9) job outcomes.  Other variables which were included in the studies, 

but did not make the number one spot include (10) variety of courses offered, (11) size of 

the institution, (12) surrounding community, (13) availability of graduate programs, (14) 

student employment opportunities, (15) quality of social life, (16) class size, (17) 

graduate school outcomes, (18) extracurricular programs, (19) friendly/personal service, 

(20) affiliation, (21) admission requirements, and (22) attractiveness of campus facilities 

(p. 5). 

It is important to note that the factors identified by Hoyt and Brown (2003) above 

were a result of the review of perceptions of students from a variety of segments, 

including high school students with a full range of academic abilities, community college 

students, non-traditional-age university transfer students, and even non-attendees of any 

college. Therefore, one may infer that the relative importance of the factors in the 
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preceding paragraph will likely vary by specific market segment.  The factors that appear 

to be important to high-achieving students include academic reputation, quality of the 

student body, and scholarship awards (Bradshaw, et al., 2001; Hoyt & Brown, 2003; 

Litten, 1982). 

 

Location/Proximity to Home 

 The current generation of college-bound high school students is much more likely 

to attend college out-of-state than were previous generations. Whereas 93% of 

undergraduates attended college in their home states in 1949, that percentage dropped to 

75% by 1995 (Hoxby, 1997). Students are more likely to attend college outside of their 

local market area when they are male, when they belong to a higher socioeconomic 

status, when their parents have higher education levels, and when they have high 

academic abilities and educational aspirations (Hoyt & Brown, 2003; Paulsen, 1990). 

 

Cost and Availability of Financial Aid 

 There appears to be an ever-widening gap between the costs of higher education 

and the family and external resources available. For understandable reasons, the financial 

realities of a college education are likely to influence a student’s choice of where to 

attend college; and the subject has drawn a great deal of attention from researchers 

(Braunstein, McGrath & Pescatrice, 1999; DesJardins, Ahlburg & McCall, 2006; 

Ehrenberg & Sherman, 1984; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Hossler, et al., 1999; Kim, 

2004; McPherson & Schapiro, 1991; Parker & Summers, 1993).  Much of the existing 
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research supports the notion that, regarding students’ interests in developing human 

capital, students consider the trade-offs between current costs and future expectations of 

financial and non-financial benefits (Hill, 2008).  

As a strategy to recruit greater numbers of high-achieving students, institutions 

may increase levels of educational spending per student. This is the case particularly at 

private institutions that can more easily raise tuition to address financial needs (Hoxby, 

1997). For some Ivy League institutions, for example, annual educational spending 

exceeds $45,000 per student (Geiger, 2002). At elite private institutions, students carry 

much of the financial burden. Understanding that tuition increases may result in deterring 

the students they are trying to attract, many institutions accompany tuition increases with 

increased allocations for both need-based and merit-based financial aid. “The 

[institutions’] objectives are diverse – from a purely altruistic desire to relax constraints 

facing the needy to a college’s self-interested desire to enroll high aptitude students who 

raise its profile or improve education for other students on campus” (Avery & Hoxby, 

2003, p. 3). For high-ability students, assessing the best combination of multiple offers of 

financial assistance can be a daunting task, as they may qualify for both need-based and 

merit-based aid, both state-funded and privately-funded scholarships, federal work-study 

programs, and aid packages from each of the colleges in which they are interested. 

However, if a significant proportion of financial aid is in the form of loans, some of the 

most desirable institutions realistically may be out of reach for many high-achieving 

students. 
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There is some agreement within the literature that, while the availability of 

financial aid is considered important by most college-bound students, the impact of cost 

and financial aid decrease as students’ income level and academic ability increase (Kim, 

2004; Manski & Wise, 1983; Paulsen & St. John, 2002). This financial gap often 

discourages or prohibits low-income students from attending higher-tiered institutions, 

even when controlling for academic ability (Hearn, 1991). As financial considerations 

would appear to be an obvious factor likely to influence enrollment decisions, the author 

considers this in the design of the study by including in the sample only those students 

who are attending the university that was their first choice among all of the universities to 

which they applied. 

 

Reputation and Prestige 

 Since the 1950’s, when institutions began to geographically broaden their 

recruitment to a national market, high-achieving students have been drawn to elite 

institutions (Geiger, 2002). The general conclusion of the existing literature exploring 

college choice for high-achieving students is that academic reputation is consistently the 

primary factor in the college choice decision. Manski and Wise (1983) concluded from 

their study that students tend to select a college where the average SAT score is within 

100 points of their own scores. In their study of students’ decision to attend the 

University of North Dakota, which is listed in the third tier by U.S. News & World Report 

in the 2008 America’s Best Colleges edition, Goenner and Snaith (2004) found that 

academic reputation was the most important factor.  Social life on the campus came in 
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second in order of importance to students, except for out-of-state students. Similarly, 

results of a study of college freshmen at a large Midwestern university by Johnson, et al. 

(1991) indicated that academic reputation and quality of programs were the most 

important factors affecting the decision to attend. 

 Although some research on the importance of media rankings has been conducted, 

little is still known about the population of students which most heavily value such 

indices.  Goenner and Snaith (2004), for one, found that for students attending the 

University of North Dakota, national media rankings did not play a major role in the 

college choice process for those students native to the region, but did seem to be 

important to students who came from out-of-state. Hossler and Foley (1995) hypothesize 

that rankings do not have an impact on the general college-bound student population, and 

that this non-interest is especially the case with non-traditional-age, low-income and high 

income students, suggesting that rankings may have some influence with middle-income 

students and those attending regional campuses.   

 

Influence of Others 

The choice of where to go to college is arguably one of the biggest decisions of a 

young adult’s life. For high school students considering a college career, guidance from 

trusted loved ones and respected role models is needed to think through all of the 

considerations. Among those having some influence with students’ choice of college are 

parents, other relatives, high school counselors and teachers. 
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Several scholars (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Tierney & 

Venegas, 2006) have found parental influence to be a significant predictor of student 

matriculation. In Levine and Nidiffer’s (1996) study of matriculation behaviors of low-

income students, the researchers found that students who attended prestigious universities 

were more likely to receive motivational messages from parents than from counselors, 

peers and other educational role models. In addition, Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) found 

parental influence to have a direct and positive relationship with the formation and 

maintenance of college aspirations. Finally, according to a 2007 report by the National 

Postsecondary Education Cooperative (MacAllum, Glover, Queen & Riggs, 2007), 

“Regardless of socioeconomic status (SES) or ethnic and racial category, parents play the 

strongest role in the college choice and decision-making processes for traditional-aged 

students” (p. iii).  

Despite the strong influence from parents, many students consider high school 

counselors to be an important source of information (Bradshaw, et al., 2001; Gonzalez, et 

al., 2003). The advice of high school counselors is more influential with students whose 

parents had little formal education and who came from lower SES backgrounds 

(MacAllum, et al., 2007). Lillard and Gerner (1999) explored the impact that a disrupted 

family has on the likelihood of students applying to and attending four-year colleges and 

selective four-year colleges and found that a disruption alone is not a significant indicator 

of the likelihood of students attending a particular type of institution. Rather, there was a 

relationship between the levels of resources available to the family and type of college 

choice, regardless of whether or not the parental unit was intact in the family. 
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The Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) 

The data for the study will be gathered from the Cooperative Institutional 

Research Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey for 2004. The CIRP Freshman Survey, 

managed by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at the University of 

California at Los Angeles, is administered annually to over 400,000 entering freshmen at 

approximately 700 two-year and four-year colleges and universities (Higher Education 

Research Institute webpage, March 2008). The survey gathers information about (a) 

established behaviors in high school, (b) academic preparedness, (c) admissions 

decisions, (d) expectations for college, (e) interactions with peers and faculty, (f) student 

values and goals, (g) student demographic characteristics, and (h) concerns about 

financing college (HERI web site, retrieved June 2, 2008, from 

http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/cirp.php).  The 40-question survey is attached at the end 

of this research proposal as Appendix A.  

The CIRP was selected because it has been identified as the most comprehensive 

of several broad-based instruments which survey freshmen on issues related to college 

choice. Other available surveys include the ACT Profile with six factors related to college 

choice, the Admitted Student Questionnaire (ASQ) Plus which includes 13 factors, and 

the National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) National Educational Longitudinal 

Study of 1988 (NELS) offering 15 choice factors (Hoyt & Brown, 2003). The CIRP 

details 21 factors related to college choice. Another strength of the CIRP is its high 

response rate relative to other surveys. This can be attributed to many of the participating 

institutions asking students to complete the survey during a freshman orientation 
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program. The strong level of responses on the CIRP minimizes issues of 

unrepresentativeness of respondents, as the CIRP may more closely resemble a census 

than a survey (Porter & Whitcomb, 2005). 

Due to the strengths of comprehensiveness and representativeness, many 

researchers have turned to the CIRP to answer a variety of questions related to 

postsecondary education. In addition, the series of surveys offered by CIRP, including the 

Freshman Survey, Your First College Year, and the Senior Survey, provide opportunities 

for longitudinal studies. Administered at the point of college entry, the Freshman Survey 

gathers baseline data; while Your First College Year, given to students at the end of their 

freshman year, gathers information about institutional characteristics and student 

experiences in the college environment (Keup, 2004).  

For example, a study on college student engagement and retention is most 

effectively assessed if the researcher can compare a college senior’s responses with her 

responses as a new freshman, and conclusions can be made regarding whether the 

student’s level of engagement is attributable to institutional policies and practices or to 

the characteristics of the student (Astin, 2005-2006). Further, Keup (2004) noted that 

multivariate analyses of data from the Freshman Survey and Your First College Year 

may provide important information about potential causal connections between variables. 

Research conducted by Astin and Lee (2003), for which CIRP survey data was used, 

indicated that 86 percent of the variance in student outcomes could be explained solely on 

entering student characteristics. 
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Summary 

 Research has revealed that graduates from higher-tiered and private 4-year 

institutions generally earn higher salaries than graduates from other types of colleges, 

even when controlling for other characteristics (Leslie & Brinkman, 1988). Therefore, it 

would seem advantageous for a student to enroll in and graduate from a higher-tiered 

university if possible to do so. The literature review demonstrates that, for traditional-age 

high-achieving students, several factors affect the ultimate choice of where students 

choose to attend. There are individual characteristics of students and their families, such 

as gender, ethnicity and socioeconomic status, which appear to indicate some 

matriculation tendencies. Likewise, students develop perceptions and preferences about 

institutions from experiences, marketing efforts of the institutions, and media 

publications. Those institutional characteristics may include academic reputation, costs 

and financial aid, and social climate. Finally, college choice decisions of high-ability 

students are impacted by the influences of significant people in their lives, including 

parents, counselors and teachers. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

METHOD 

This chapter describes the method used by the researcher to address the research 

questions. The section addresses the research design, including a description of the 

sample, the survey instrument and data collection plan; and it also describes the plan for 

data analysis using multiple regression. The purpose of the study was to examine whether 

differences exist between traditional-aged high achieving students who choose to attend 

higher-tiered universities and their peers who choose a lower-tiered university. The 

research questions and predictor variables for the study were chosen based on prior 

research that has been conducted relating to college choice. The researcher employed 

variables that have been identified in the literature as factors which high achieving 

students prioritize during the college choice experience.   

 

Research Questions 

A review of the research that has examined the college choice of high achieving 

students in U.S. postsecondary institutions provided the basis for the research questions 

addressed in this study. The following research questions guided the study: 

1. To what extent do students’ individual characteristics (e.g. gender and ethnicity) 

relate to college choice for high achieving students? 
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2. To what extent do students’ family characteristics (e.g. parents’ education level 

and family income) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

3. To what extent do financial considerations associated with college (e.g. cost and 

financial aid) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

4. To what extent does academic reputation of the institution relate to college 

choice for high achieving students? 

5. To what extent does the influence of significant others (e.g. parents, relatives, 

teachers, and counselors) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

 

Research Design 

 To answer this study’s research questions, a causal-comparative research design 

was utilized. Causal-comparative methodology allows for the exploration of possible 

causes for the phenomenon being studied by comparing subjects for whom a 

characteristic is present (e.g. attendance at a higher-tiered university) with similar 

subjects for whom the characteristic is absent or present to a lesser degree (e.g. 

attendance at a lower-tiered university). The study applied a quantitative research design 

incorporating secondary analysis of data gathered by the Higher Education Research 

Institute (HERI) through the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) 

Freshman Survey for 2004. Secondary analysis of the CIRP data was selected because the 

methodology provides an efficient and reliable means of obtaining data. The research 

methods chosen for this study are consistent with previous literature on factors 

influencing college choice. Among the areas discussed in this section are considerations 
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when using secondary data, information about the CIRP Freshman Survey, and 

discussion regarding the data collection process. 

 

Secondary Data Considerations 

Secondary databases can serve as an excellent source of large sample sets of 

student data, but there are considerations concerning advantages and disadvantages that 

should be made by the researcher prior to committing to the use of secondary data. One 

of the principal advantages of using secondary data is the savings of time, costs, and 

resources. Data collection tends to be the most expensive aspect of a research project, and 

the use of secondary data allows the researcher to devote more attention to other issues 

related to the study (Moriarty, H. J., Deatrick, J. A., Mahon, M. M., Feetham, S. L., 

Carroll, R. M., Shepard, M. P., & Orsi, A. J., 1999). Researchers who use secondary data 

have the opportunity to eliminate several time-consuming steps in the research process 

such as developing the instrument, obtaining the sample, collecting the data, and 

preparing the data for analysis. Other advantages of conducting research using secondary 

data is the ability to study larger samples, to study more representative samples, and to 

include more variables than can be done in many studies that are based on primary data 

(Moriarty, et. al, 1999). Finally, when the study involves a national population, large 

sample sets provided by national databases can provide the power needed to make 

generalizations of the findings (Hilton, 1992). 

Researchers must be cautious, however, when deciding to use secondary data 

sources, and note the disadvantages of such a choice. The first drawback has to do with 
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the lack of intimate knowledge that the researcher has of the data.  Information on the 

instrument and procedures used to collect the data may not be readily available, raising 

questions of validity and reliability. In addition, the secondary dataset may not be a good 

fit for the purpose of addressing a new research question. For example, the researcher 

may make incorrect assumptions about the intended definition of certain terms used in 

the instrument. “In some cases, secondary analysts are able to change their concepts’ 

definitions to match the original ones and still be faithful to their theoretical framework. 

In other cases, this is not possible—the concepts are too different and forcing the fit is not 

appropriate” (Moriarty, et. al, 1999, p. 148).   

Researchers should also safeguard against forcing a match between the research 

study at hand and the identified secondary database (Kiecolt & Nathan, 1985). Moreover, 

the use of secondary data makes it more difficult to detect bias in the study, because the 

researcher did not participate in either the development and testing of the instrument or 

the identification of the sample (Moriarty, et. al, 1999). Finally, there may be issues of 

timeliness between the collection of the data and the completion of the secondary 

analysis, particularly if significant events occurred between the two processes that may 

impact the relevance and generalizability of the findings sample (Moriarty, et. al, 1999). 

 

Survey Instrument 

The data for the study were gathered from the Cooperative Institutional Research 

Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey for 2004. CIRP has been conducting national 

longitudinal studies of American college students since 1966 and has surveyed over eight 
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million students. The CIRP Freshman Survey, managed by the Higher Education 

Research Institute (HERI) at the University of California at Los Angeles, is administered 

annually to over 400,000 entering freshmen at approximately 700 two-year and four-year 

colleges and universities (Higher Education Research Institute webpage, March 2008). 

The survey gathers information about (a) established behaviors in high school, (b) 

academic preparedness, (c) admissions decisions, (d) expectations for college, (e) 

interactions with peers and faculty, (f) student values and goals, (g) student demographic 

characteristics, and (h) concerns about financing college (HERI web site, retrieved June 

2, 2008, from http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/cirp.php).  The 40-question survey is 

attached at the end of this research proposal as Appendix A.  

The CIRP was selected because it has been identified as the most comprehensive 

of several broad-based instruments which survey freshmen on issues related to college 

choice. Other available surveys include the ACT Profile with six factors related to college 

choice, the Admitted Student Questionnaire (ASQ) Plus which includes 13 factors, and 

the National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) National Educational Longitudinal 

Study of 1988 (NELS) offering 15 choice factors (Hoyt & Brown, 2003). The CIRP 

details 21 factors related to college choice. Another strength of the CIRP is its high 

response rate relative to other surveys. This can be attributed to many of the participating 

institutions asking students to complete the survey during a freshman orientation 

program. The strong level of responses on the CIRP minimizes issues of 

unrepresentativeness of respondents, as the CIRP may more closely resemble a census 

than a survey (Porter & Whitcomb, 2005). 
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Validity and Reliability 

As mentioned in the previous section, one of the disadvantages of using 

secondary data is that the researcher does not have first-hand information about the steps 

taken by the administrators of the database to maximize validity and reliability.  The 

credibility of research studies depends greatly on the validity and reliability of the 

measures.  For studies using surveys or questionnaires as the measurement instrument, 

validity refers to the accuracy of the inferences or interpretations one makes from the 

responses, and reliability refers to the consistency or accuracy of the responses.  HERI 

has addressed these questions through a document posted on its website entitled “CIRP 

Freshman Survey: Reliability and Validity” (retrieved July 27, 2008, from 

http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/PDFs/CIRP_Reliability_Validity.PDF). The document is 

attached as Appendix B. 

A survey question is considered reliable if similar results are yielded when 

repeatedly administered to similar samples.  HERI has made the assertion that the 

majority of questions in the CIRP Freshman Survey have exhibited a “great deal of 

stability” over the nearly forty years that the survey has been administered and that 

observed exceptions to this stability have been “linked to temporal trends or to real and 

meaningful exogenous shocks” (p. 1).  In addition, HERI states that nearly 90 percent of 

the participating institutions are repeat participants, which helps to ensure sample 

consistency over time. Validity refers to the interpretation of survey responses and the 

degree to which the interpretation is supported by evidence and theory (Gall, Gall & 

Borg, 2007).  HERI admitted that it has not conducted factor analysis for all survey items, 
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but referred researchers to literature where the validity of the CIRP has been investigated 

(Astin, 1991, 1992; Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2005).   

 

Sample 

Institutional participation of the CIRP Freshman Survey is voluntary. The scope 

of this study was limited to public and private national research universities as identified 

by USNWR. As not all national universities participated in the CIRP, the sample was 

drawn from the 97 universities which administered the survey in 2004, as listed in 

Appendix C. Participation in the 2004 Freshman Survey included 32 (33%) Tier one 

universities, 32 (33%) Tier two universities, 19 (20%) Tier three universities, and 14 

(14%) Tier four universities. A glaring issue that the researcher addresses as a limitation 

is the disparity in participation between higher-tiered and lower-tiered universities. The 

researcher has failed to find any explanation for the gap in institutional participation, 

particularly between the highest-ranked and lowest-ranked universities.  

Because this study is focused on the college choice behaviors of high achieving 

students, data were used from only those students who indicated that they had received 

scores at or above 660 on the critical reading portion of the SAT, and scores at or above 

670 on the mathematics portion of the SAT. For students that did not report scores for 

both SAT verbal and SAT math, the research accepted data from students reporting an 

ACT composite score of 30 or greater. The scores of 660 and 670 were used as 

benchmarks because they represent the point at which students scored in the 90th 

percentile for the reading and math portions of the test (College Board website, accessed 



www.manaraa.com

54 
 

March 29, 2008). In addition, for their data to be used, students were required to have an 

A or A+ average in high school. Descriptive statistics for the students and institutions that 

were selected for inclusion in this study are reported in Chapter 4. 

The researcher attempted to control for variables such as issues that arise for 

students who attended a university that was not their first choice. Student data were used 

only for students who indicated that they were attending their first choice college. This is 

important to maintain integrity in the examination of the factors which influence students 

to attend a lower-tiered university, because students truly are choosing to attend a 

university if the university is their first choice. If a student enrolled at a university that 

was his or her second, third, or further choice, the data would not be truly reflective of the 

institutional attributes that are most important to the student. While some important 

research has been done exploring the reasons that students do not enroll at their first-

choice institution (Chapman & Jackson, 1987), this line of inquiry is outside the scope of 

the present study. 

Finally, the study limited the sample to students enrolled full-time and those who 

are attending an institution located more than 100 miles from their home. There are 

unique issues and extraneous variables associated with students who choose to attend 

college part-time and similarly for those who choose to attend a school close to home. 

Many students may settle for a university that is within a short commute from home. 

Those students are not of interest for the purposes of this study, because issues related to 

convenience are unrelated to the nature of the questions this study seeks to address. 
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Data Collection 

 The data for the study was gathered from the Higher Education Research Institute 

(HERI) at the University of California at Los Angeles, via the Cooperative Institutional 

Research Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey for 2004. The CIRP Freshman Survey is 

administered annually to over 400,000 entering freshmen at approximately 700 two-year 

and four-year colleges and universities (Higher Education Research Institute website, 

March 2008). Each year, HERI invites regionally accredited institutions of higher 

education (excluding proprietary, special vocational and semi-professional institutions) to 

participate in the CIRP survey. The national population for the survey is all baccalaureate 

degree-granting institutions which admit first-time freshmen. Participants represent 

public and private institutions, historically Black colleges and universities, and both 

religious and non-sectarian institutions.  

Institutional contribution to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

(IPEDS) and a full-time freshman class size of 25 students are required for eligibility. 

Although institutional participation in the survey varies from year-to year, most of the 

postsecondary institutions that participate in the survey are repeat customers and typically 

ask students to complete the survey during freshman orientation 

(http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/cirpoverview.php). Institutions may administer the 

survey in any of the following ways: 

1. Proctored setting with paper questionnaires – This is the recommended 

method as it results in the highest response rate. 

2. Mail-out survey with paper questionnaire 
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3. Email notification of the web-survey option – New for 2008 survey 

4. A combination of paper and web-based questionnaires – New for 2008 survey 

The survey gathers information about: (a) established behaviors in high school, (b) 

academic preparedness, (c) admissions decisions, (d) expectations for college, (e) 

interactions with peers and faculty, (f) student values and goals, (g) student demographic 

characteristics, and (h) concerns about financing college (Higher Education Research 

Institute, 2008).  The 40-question survey is attached at the end of this research proposal 

as Appendix A.  

The CIRP Freshman Survey was selected because it was identified as the most 

comprehensive of the existing and available broad-based instruments that survey 

freshmen on issues related to college choice. Other available surveys include the ACT 

Profile with six factors related to college choice, the Admitted Student Questionnaire 

(ASQ) Plus which includes 13 factors, and the National Center for Education Statistics’ 

(NCES) National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS) offering 15 choice 

factors (Hoyt & Brown, 2003). The CIRP details 21 factors related to college choice. 

HERI publicizes procedures on its website for requesting information from its 

databases (http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/gainaccess.php). Following is a list of items 

which are evaluated by HERI staff in determining whether to provide data for a particular 

study: 

1. HERI data adequately matches the proposed research project; 
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2. The study design is adequate to answer the questions being asked, theoretical 

grounding is evident, and the proposal provides sufficient detail about 

dependent and independent variables; 

3. The proposal details the process by which the investigator will acquire 

appropriate institutional review board approval; 

4. The intended plan specified by the investigator involves advancing 

scholarship; and 

5. The research is conducted in a manner that minimizes conflicts with other 

research conducted by HERI staff or other investigators under previously 

approved projects. 

National universities for which data are available from the 2004 CIRP were 

categorized into four ordinal groups: (1) Tier one, (2) Tier two, (3) Tier three, or (4) Tier 

four, according to their assignment by USNWR. The 2003 issue of Best Colleges  placed a 

total of 248 universities into the “national universities” category, of which the top 51 

were assigned a numerical rank and placed into Tier one; another 78 were placed 

unranked into Tier two; 65 were placed unranked into Tier three; and 55 institutions were 

unranked and placed into Tier four.   

HERI makes available on its website a participation history for each of the 

surveys that it administers.  USNWR ranking statuses from the 2003 issue of “America’s 

Best Colleges” were assigned by the researcher to institutions participating in the 2004 

Freshman Survey, and the information were provided to HERI.  The researcher received 

a SPSS-formatted data file from HERI that includes 2004 Freshman Survey responses 
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from (1) students who indicated that they had received scores at or above 660 on the 

critical reading portion of the SAT, and scores at or above 670 on the mathematics 

portion of the SAT, or the equivalent ACT score; (2) students who reported an A or A+ 

average in high school, (3) students who reported attending their college of first choice, 

(4) students who are enrolled full-time, and (5) students who are attending an institution 

located more than 100 miles from their home.  

 

Description of Variables 

 Guided by theory and relevant existing literature, a limited number of variables 

from the CIRP 2004 Freshman Survey database were used to operationalize the 

constructs referenced within the research questions. This section will further describe the 

variables selected for this study, beginning with the ordinal outcome variable and 

concluding with a discussion of the various independent variables. 

 The outcome (or dependent) variable for this study is the tier level of the 

university at which a student is enrolled. The data received from the 2004 CIRP 

Freshman Survey included responses from students attending institutions classified by 

CIRP as public or private research universities. Each participating institution was 

assigned a tier level of one, two, three, or four, based upon its assignment by USNWR in 

its 2003 Best Colleges edition. 

The independent variables selected for this study are listed in Table 3.1 and are 

grouped according to major categories within the college choice literature. Studies 

indicate that students’ enrollment decisions are related to: (1) students’ individual and 
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family characteristics (Brewer, et al., 1999; Hearn, 1987; Hearn, 1991; Manski & Wise, 

1983; Paulsen, 1990); (2) students’ preferences about the colleges they are considering 

(Fuller, Manski, & Wise, 1982; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Weiler, 1994); and (3) the 

influences of significant others, including parents, relatives, teachers and counselors 

(Bradshaw, et al., 2001; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999; Lillard & Gerner, 1999). 

Coding of the variables is based on the structure of options available to students 

responding to the 2004 CIRP Freshman Survey. 

 

Data Analysis 

To provide some initial understanding of the differences between high achieving 

students enrolled at each of the four tiers of national universities, frequencies and 

descriptive statistics are presented to gain an understanding of the distribution of the data. 

In addition, a correlation matrix of all independent variables in the study is presented to 

demonstrate the resulting relationships between variables. Multivariate analyses 

involving multiple regression models were conducted to examine the predictive ability of 

the independent variables, while controlling for other variables in the model, in relation 

to choice of college for high-achieving students. Because the dependent variable is a set 

of ordinal outcomes (USNWR tier assignment), multiple regression is the preferred 

statistical method for understanding the relationship between the independent variables 

and students’ matriculation behaviors.  

The outcome variable is the student’s choice of college, with four possible 

outcomes according to the tier category to which the university was assigned. Regression 
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has commonly been used in studies of college choice research (Hu & Hossler, 2000). 

First, using SPSS statistical software, a series of regression analyses were conducted to 

test the significance of observed differences among traditional-age high-achieving 

college freshmen in terms of (1) the students’ individual characteristics, (2) the students’ 

preferences about the colleges they are considering, and (3) the influences of others. The 

CIRP 2004 Freshman Survey includes several questions pertaining to the research 

questions that guide the study at hand. The researcher selected a group of variables from 

the questions included in the Freshman Survey, as listed in Table 3.1, and developed a 

plan for measuring the variables consisting of descriptive statistics and multiple 

regression.  

 

Summary 
 

 The purpose of the study was to examine whether differences exist between 

traditional-aged high-achieving students who choose to attend higher-tiered universities 

and their peers who choose a lower-tiered university experience. The researcher has 

proposed to explore the stated research questions by engaging in a causal-comparative 

research design that uses secondary data from 87 public and private research universities 

participating in the 2004 Freshman Survey administered by the Higher Education 

Research Institute. The researcher analyzed the data using descriptive statistics and 

multiple regression. The proposed methods are consistent with prior research in the area 

of college choice. 
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Table 3.1 - Independent Variable Construction and Coding Scheme 
 

Variable name Operational Definition 

Student and Family Characteristics 
Gender  
    Female 
    Male 
 
Ethnicity 
    White  
    African American 
    Asian American 
    Hispanic 
    Other ethnicity 
     
 
Parents Education 
 
Father’s education 
    High school graduate 
      or less 
    Some postsecondary 
       education 
    College degree 
    Some graduate school 
    Graduate degree 
 
Mother’s education 
    High school graduate 
      or less 
    Some postsecondary 
       education 
    College degree 
    Some graduate school 
    Graduate degree 
 
Family income 
 
   Less than $50K 
   $50K-100K 
   $100K-150K 
   Greater than $150K 
 
Student Employment 
 
    Very little or no  
       chance 
    Some chance 
    Very good chance 

Q1: “Your sex” 
Reference group 
A dummy equal to 1 if the student is male 
 
Q25: “Please indicate your ethnic background.” 
Reference group  
A dummy equal to 1 if the student is an African American; 0 = other 
A dummy equal to 1 if the student is an Asian American; 0 = other 
A dummy equal to 1 if the student is a Hispanic; 0 = other 
A dummy equal to 1 if the student indicated a group not mentioned above;  
0 = other 
 
Q28: “What is the highest level of formal education obtained by your 
parents?” 
 
 
Reference group 
 
Equal to 1 if the father attended college or other postsecondary school 
Equal to 2 if the father has a college degree 
Equal to 3 if the father attended graduate school 
Equal to 4 if the father has a graduate degree 
 
 
 
Reference group 
 
Equal to 1 if the mother attended college or other postsecondary school 
Equal to 2 if the mother has a college degree 
Equal to 3 if the mother attended graduate school 
Equal to 4 if the mother has a graduate degree 
 
Q22: “What is your best estimate of your parents’ total income last year? 
Consider income from all sources before taxes.” 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if family income is between $50,000 and $99,999 
Equal to 2 if family income is between $100,000 and $149,999 
Equal to 3 if family income is greater than $150,000 
 
Q40: “What is your best guess as to the chances that you will…Get a job to 
help pay for college expenses?” 
 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if “some chance” marked 
Equal to 2 if “very good chance” marked 
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Table 3.1 (continued) - Independent Variable Construction and Coding Scheme 

Variable name                      Operational Definition

Institutional Characteristics 
Institutional costs 
 
    Not important  
    Somewhat important 
    Very important 
     
Financial aid 
 
    Not important  
    Somewhat important 
    Very important 
 
Academic reputation 
 
    Not important  
    Somewhat important 
    Very important 
 
Media rankings 
 
    Not important  
    Somewhat important 
    Very important 

Q37: “How important was [the cost of attending this college] in your decision 
to come here?” 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if cost of attendance was somewhat important 
Equal to 2 if cost of attendance was very important 
 
Q37: “How important was [the offer of financial assistance by the college] in 
your decision to come here?” 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if financial assistance was somewhat important 
Equal to 2 if financial assistance was very important 
 
Q37: “How important was [the academic reputation of the college] in your 
decision to come here?” 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if academic reputation was somewhat important 
Equal to 2 if academic reputation was very important 
 
Q37: “How important was [rankings in national magazines] in your decision 
to come here?” 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if media rankings were somewhat important 
Equal to 2 if media rankings were very important 

Influence of Others  

Parental influence 
 
    Not important  
    Somewhat important 
    Very important 
 
Relative influence 
 
    Not important  
    Somewhat important 
    Very important 
 
Teacher influence 
 
    Not important  
    Somewhat important 
    Very important 
 
Counselor influence 
 
    Not important  
    Somewhat important 
    Very important 

Q29: “In deciding to go to college, how important to you was [your parents 
wanting you to go]?” 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if parental influence was somewhat important 
Equal to 2 if parental influence was very important 
 
Q37: “How important was [your relatives wanting you to come here] in your 
decision to come here?” 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if the influence of relatives was somewhat important 
Equal to 2 if the influence of relatives was very important 
 
Q37: “How important was [advice from a teacher] in your decision to come 
here?” 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if teacher advice was somewhat important 
Equal to 2 if teacher advice was very important 
 
Q37: “How important was [advice from a high school counselor] in your 
decision to come here?” 
Reference group 
Equal to 1 if counselor advice was somewhat important 
Equal to 2 if counselor advice was very important 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

RESULTS 

 The study applied a quantitative research design incorporating secondary analysis 

of data gathered by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) through the 

Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey for 2004. Because 

both the researcher and the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) wanted to 

maintain anonymity for both student and institutional responses, neither student nor 

institutional identifiers were provided by HERI to the researcher.  To link the responses 

for the independent variables with the outcome variable of tier group, the researcher 

provided HERI with the tiers assigned to each institution according to the 2003 edition of 

America’s Best Colleges; and HERI then added the outcome variable to the dataset prior 

to distributing the data to the researcher. The dataset was sent as an SPSS file to the 

researcher via email.  

The scope of this study was limited to public and private national research 

universities as identified by USNWR. As not all national universities participated in the 

CIRP, the sample was drawn from the 97 universities that administered the survey in 

2004, as listed in Appendix C. Participation in the 2004 Freshman Survey included 32 

(33%) Tier One universities, 32 (33%) Tier Two universities, 19 (20%) Tier Three 

universities, and 14 (14%) Tier Four universities. As expected, due to the large 

proportion of participating Tier One institutions in the 2004 Freshman Survey, there was 
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a large disparity in the number of eligible respondents among tier groups. The resulting 

dataset for the study included responses from 6,889 students. Seventy-seven percent 

(n=5,335) of the respondents were from Tier One institutions, compared to 16.7% 

(n=1,149) from Tier Two, 4.7% (n=324) from Tier Three, and 1.2% (n=81) from Tier 

Four institutions.  

Student data were used only for students who indicated that they were attending 

their first choice college and that their selected institutions were located more than 100 

miles from their homes. In addition, because this study focused on the college choice 

behaviors of high-achieving students, data were used only from those students who 

indicated that they had received scores at or above 660 on the Critical Reading portion of 

the SAT, and scores at or above 670 on the mathematics portion of the SAT. For students 

that did not report scores for both SAT verbal and SAT math, the researcher accepted 

data from students reporting an ACT composite score of 30 or greater. The scores of 660 

and 670 were used as benchmarks because they represent the point at which students 

scored in the 90th percentile for the reading and math portions of the test (College Board 

website, accessed March 29, 2008). The ACT composite score of 30 was used because 

ACT and the College Board have identified a score of 30 on the ACT as comparable to a 

score of 1330-1350 on the combination of the SAT verbal score and SAT math score 

(ACT website, accessed December 4, 2008). In addition, for their data to be used, 

students were required to have an A or A+ average in high school. Descriptive statistics 

for the distribution of SAT verbal, SAT math, and ACT composite scores for each tier 

group are reported in Table 4.1. 
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To provide some initial understanding of the differences between high achieving 

students enrolled at each of the four tiers of national universities, frequencies and 

descriptive statistics are presented to gain an understanding of the distribution of the data.  

In addition, a correlation matrix of all independent variables in the study is presented to 

demonstrate the resulting relationships between variables. Multivariate analyses 

involving multiple regression models were conducted to examine the predictive ability of 

the independent variables, while controlling for other variables in the model, in relation 

to choice of college for high-achieving students.  

 

Table 4.1 – Distribution of Sample SAT and ACT Scores by Tier of Institution 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

  Tier 
SAT/ACT Scores 1  2  3  4 
         
SAT Verbal n=4,808  n=671  n=103  n=18 
 Mean 723  711  716  704 
 Median 720  700  700  690 
 Mode 800  700  700  680 
 Standard Dev 43  39  42  36 
 Range 660-800  660-800  660-800  660-770 
         
SAT Math n=4,808  n=671  n=103  n=18 
 Mean 736  718  718  711 
 Median 730  710  710  700 
 Mode 800  700  720  700 
 Standard Dev 42  37  36  38 
 Range 670-800  670-800  670-800  670-800 
         
ACT Composite n=527  n=478  n=221  n=63 
 Mean 32  31  31  31 
 Median 32  31  31  31 
 Mode 32  30  30  30 
 Standard Dev 1  1  1  1 
 Range 30-36  30-35  30-36  30-34 
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Descriptive Statistics 

A review of the research that has examined the college choice of high achieving 

students in U.S. postsecondary institutions provided the basis for the research questions 

addressed in this study. The following research questions guided this study: 

1. To what extent do students’ individual characteristics (e.g. gender and ethnicity) 

relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

2. To what extent do students’ family characteristics (e.g. parents’ education level 

and family income) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

3. To what extent do financial considerations associated with college (e.g. cost and 

financial aid) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

4. To what extent does academic reputation of the institution relate to college 

choice for high achieving students? 

5. To what extent does the influence of significant others (e.g. parents, relatives, 

teachers, and counselors) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

 

Student and Family Characteristics 

 

Gender and Ethnicity 

Respondents included slightly more males (n=3,596, 52.2%) than females 

(n=3,286, 47.7%).  Table 4.2 provides a summary of the number and percentage of 

female and male respondents by each of the four institutional tiers. The greatest 

differences observed were in Tier Two institutions, with 25% more males (n=638) than 
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females (n=511), and in Tier Four institutions, with 31% more females (n=46) than males 

(n=35). 

 

Table 4.2 – Distribution of Respondent Gender by Tier of Institution 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The ethnic diversity of the sample in the current study was less than optimal. The 

sample of respondents was overwhelmingly comprised of white students (n=5,571, 

80.9%). Table 4.3 provides a summary of the number and percentage of students within 

each ethnic group by each of the four institutional tiers. Respondents from Tier One 

institutions were more diverse than any other tier, with white students accounting for 

three out of four (n=4,112, 77.1%) respondents. Minorities comprised less than 7% of 

any other tier group. Representation of Black students was especially low, with only five 

(0.4%) in Tier Two, one (0.3%) in Tier Three, and zero in Tier Four. Compared with the 

lower-tiered institutions the Tier One institutions received responses from a strikingly 

higher percentage of Asian students. Nearly 15% (n=797) of the respondents from Tier 

  Tier 
Gender 1  2  3  4 
         
 Female  2563  511  166  46 
     % of Tier 48.1%  44.5%  51.2%  56.8% 
         
 Male 2765  638  158  35 
     % of Tier 51.8%  55.5%  48.8%  43.2% 
         
 No Response 7  0  0  0 
     % of Tier 0.1%       
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (3, N=6,882) = 9.442, p=.024  
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One institutions identified themselves as Asian, compared to 3.2% (n=37) from Tier 

Two, 3.1% (n=10) from Tier Three, and 2.5% (n=2) from Tier Four institutions. 

 

Table 4.3 – Distribution of Respondent Ethnicity by Tier of Institution 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Socioeconomic Status 

 The frequency distribution indicated some distinct differences in family income 

among tier groups. Table 4.4 demonstrates an inverse relationship between income level 

and tier group. That is, the proportion of students indicating a family income of $150,000 

  Tier 
Ethnicity 1  2  3  4 
         
 White 4112  1075  308  76 
     % of Tier 77.1%  93.6%  95.1%  93.8% 
         
 Blacka 76  5  1  0 
     % of Tier 1.4%  0.4%  0.3%  0% 
         
 Asianb 797  37  10  2 
     % of Tier 14.9%  3.2%  3.1%  2.5% 
         
 Hispanicc 223  25  2  3 
     % of Tier 4.2%  2.2%  0.6%  3.7% 
         
 Otherd 127  7  3  0 
     % of Tier 2.4%  0.6%  0.9%  0% 
         
 No Response 0  0  0  0 
     % of Tier        
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 
aNote: X2 (3, N=6,889) = 11.177, p=.011 
bNote: X2 (3, N=6,889) = 155.255, p<.001 
cNote: X2 (3, N=6,889) = 19.708, p<.001 
dNote: X2 (3, N=6,889) = 18.941, p<.001 
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per year or greater is highest for Tier One students, and declines at each step of the tier 

ladder. Students attending Tier Four institutions were twice as likely to have a family 

income of $100,000 or less than were students attending Tier One institutions; with more 

than one in five (n=18, 22.2%) Tier Four students reporting a family income of $50,000 

or less, compared with only one of every ten (n=550, 10.3%) students at Tier One 

institutions. There is a similar disparity when examining the other end of the income 

spectrum. Students attending Tier One institutions reported a family income of over 

$150,000 at nearly twice the rate (n=1,789, 33.5%) of Tier Two students (n=198, 17.2%), 

three times the rate of Tier Three students (n=37, 11.4%), and nearly seven times the rate 

of Tier Four students (n=4, 4.9%). 

 

Table 4.4 – Distribution of Family Income by Tier of Institution 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Tier 
Family Income 1  2  3  4 
         
 Less than $50K 550  138  64  18 
     % of Tier 10.3%  12.0%  19.8%  22.2% 
         
 $50K-$100K 1348  419  139  38 
     % of Tier 25.3%  36.5%  42.9%  46.9% 
         
 $100K-$150K 1146  276  60  9 
     % of Tier 21.5%  24.0%  18.5%  11.1% 
         
 Over $150K 1789  198  37  4 
     % of Tier 33.5%  17.2%  11.4%  4.9% 
         
 No Response 502  118  24  12 
     % of Tier 9.4%  10.3%  7.4%  14.8% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (9, N=6,233) = 263.626, p<.001 
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 Relative to the response rate obtained from the sample for other independent 

variables, the response rate from students regarding family income was noticeably low. 

Nearly one of ten (n=656, 9.5%) students in the sample failed to respond to the question 

in the 2004 Freshman Survey regarding family income. The relatively large number of 

missing data may limit analyses and conclusions regarding family income and its 

relationship with the tier level of university that a student chooses to attend. 

As conveyed in Table 4.5, the majority of students among all tier groups indicated 

that there was at least some chance that they would need to seek employment to help pay 

for college expenses, with students in Tier Four institutions indicating a stronger need 

than the students in other tier groups. Only three (3.7%) of the 81 students enrolled at  

 
 

Table 4.5 – Student Employment Needs by Tier of Institution 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Tier 
Need for Student 
Employment 

1  2  3  4 

         
No/Little Chance 1325  225  97  3 
     % of Tier 24.8%  19.6%  29.9%  3.7% 
         
Some Chance 1625  387  96  30 
     % of Tier 30.5%  33.7%  29.6%  37.0% 
         
Very Good Chance 2221  519  121  48 
     % of Tier 41.6%  45.2%  37.4%  59.3% 
         
No Response 154  18  10  0 
     % of Tier 2.9%  1.2%  3.1%  0% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (6, N=6,707) = 42.866, p<.001 
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Tier Four institutions responded that there was little to no chance that they would need to 

get a job to pay for their education. This low response rate from Tier Four students, in 

contrast to the responses from Tiers 1 (n=1,325, 24.8%), 2 (n=225, 19.6%), and 3 (n=97, 

29.9%), indicates that the Tier Four students in the sample rarely perceived themselves as 

having a financial status that would allow them to study without working at least part 

time. 

 

Education Level of Parents 

 As expected, students attending Tier One institutions reported the highest levels 

of education for their fathers, with over half of respondents (n=2,952, 55.3%) reporting 

that their fathers possessed a graduate degree. Further, the fathers of Tier One students 

were least likely to lack any college experience. Less than 6% (n=300) of fathers of 

students attending Tier One institutions lacked a college education; however, the 

percentage rises over 11% for fathers of students in Tiers 2 (n=131), 3 (n=45), and 4 

(n=9). A summary of the education level for fathers of respondents by each of the four 

institutional tiers is provided in Table 4.6. 

Similar to the results regarding the education level of fathers, students attending 

Tier One institutions reported the highest levels of education for their mothers, with over 

one-third of respondents (n=2,024, 37.9%) reporting that their mothers possessed a 

graduate degree. Contrary to the results for the fathers, the mothers of Tier Four students 

were least likely to lack a college education. For both fathers and mothers, Tier Three 

students had the highest percentage of parents with no college education. A summary of 
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the education level for mothers of respondents by each of the four institutional tiers is 

provided in Table 4.7. 

 

Table 4.6 – Distribution of Father’s Education Level by Tier of Institution 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Tier 
Father’s Education 1  2  3  4 
         
 No College 300  131  45  9 
     % of Tier 5.6%  11.4%  13.9%  11.1% 
         
 Some College 407  156  55  14 
     % of Tier 7.6%  13.6%  17.0%  17.3% 
         
 College Degree 1638  458  130  42 
     % of Tier 30.7%  39.9%  40.1%  51.9% 
         
 Grad Degree 2952  397  93  16 
     % of Tier 55.3%  34.6%  28.7%  19.8% 
         
 No Response 38  7  1  0 
     % of Tier 0.7%  0.6%  0.3%  0% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (12, N=6,843) = 317.756, p<.001 
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Table 4.7 – Distribution of Mother’s Education Level by Tier of Institution 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eighty-six percent (n=4,590, 86%) of Tier One students reported that their fathers 

had earned some type of college degree. In comparison, 74.4% (n=855) of Tier Two 

students, 68.8% (n=223) of Tier Three students, and 71.7% (n=58) of Tier Four students 

reported having fathers with college degrees. The results for the mothers were similar, 

with 82% (n=4,399) of Tier One students reporting that their mothers had earned some 

type of college degree. In comparison, 73.8% (n=848) of Tier Two students, 65.1% 

(n=211) of Tier Three students, and 70.4% (n=57) of Tier Four students reported having 

mothers with college degrees. These results are summarized in Table 4.8, which also 

shows the distribution for students, by tier group, with both parents earning college 

degrees or with both parents lacking a college education. 

  Tier 
Mother’s Education 1  2  3  4 
         
 No College 325  114  40  4 
     % of Tier 6.1%  9.9%  12.4%  4.9% 
         
 Some College 576  182  72  20 
     % of Tier 10.8%  15.8%  22.2%  24.7% 
         
 College Degree 2375  584  161  44 
     % of Tier 44.5%  50.8%  49.7%  54.3% 
         
 Grad Degree 2024  264  50  13 
     % of Tier 37.9%  23.0%  15.4%  16.1% 
         
 No Response 35  5  1  0 
     % of Tier 0.7%  0.4%  0.3%  0% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (12, N=6,848) = 216.871, p<.001 
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Table 4.8 – Distribution of Parents’ Education Level by Tier of Institution 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Institutional Characteristics 

 

Cost and Availability of Financial Aid 

 Table 4.9 summarizes the responses from high achieving students regarding the 

level of importance they placed on the costs of college when choosing to attend. One 

observation from a review of the distribution of responses is that the majority of students 

(n=3,002, 56.3%) enrolled at Tier One institutions found the costs of attendance to be 

unimportant regarding their matriculation decisions. The proportion of Tier One students 

  Tier 
Parents’ Education 1  2  3  4 
         
No College Degree        
 Father 707  287  100  23 
     % of Tier 13.3%  25.0%  30.1%  28.4% 
         
 Mother 901  296  112  24 
     % of Tier 16.9%  25.8%  34.6%  29.6% 
         
 Both 385  162  57  15 
     % of Tier 7.2%  14.1%  17.6%  18.5% 
        
College/Graduate 
Degree 

       

 Father 4590  855  223  58 
     % of Tier 86.0%  74.4%  68.8%  71.7% 
         
 Mother 4399  848  211  57 
     % of Tier 82.5%  73.8%  65.1%  70.4% 
         
 Both 4074  721  168  49 
     % of Tier 76.4%  62.8%  51.9%  60.5% 
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finding costs unimportant is considerably higher than for students from Tier Two (n=302, 

26.3%), Tier Three (n=63, 19.4%), and Tier Four (n=12, 14.8%) institutions who 

reported costs as not factoring into their ultimate college choice. Similarly, students 

attending Tier Four institutions indicated costs to be very important at nearly three times 

the rate (n=36, 44.4%) of students attending Tier One institutions (n=834, 15.6%). 

 

Table 4.9 – Importance of College Costs by Tier of Institution 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Similar to the results of student responses to the importance of college costs in 

their matriculation decisions, the responses regarding the importance of financial aid also 

demonstrate that students attending the lower-tiered institutions were much more 

conscious of financial aid awards than were students attending the highest-tiered 

institutions. A summary of the responses from high achieving students regarding the level 

of importance they placed on the financial aid when choosing to attend is provided in 

  Tier 
College Costs 1  2  3  4 
         
Not Important 3002  302  63  12 
 % of Tier 56.3%  26.3%  19.4%  14.8% 
         
Somewhat Important 1438  472  128  33 
 % of Tier 27.0%  41.1%  39.5%  40.7% 
         
Very Important 834  363  129  36 
 % of Tier 15.6%  31.6%  39.8%  44.4% 
         
No Response 61  12  4  0 
 % of Tier 1.1%  1.0%  1.2%  0% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (6, N=6,812) = 549.261, p<.001 
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Table 4.10. Interestingly, Tier Three students placed the greatest emphasis on financial 

aid, with three out of every four students (n=246, 75.9%) indicating that offers of 

financial aid were very important in their matriculation decisions. Similar to the results 

regarding college costs, most students attending Tier One institutions (n=2,808, 52.6%) 

indicated that financial aid awards were not considered in selecting the college to attend. 

 

Table 4.10 – Importance of Financial Aid by Tier of Institution 
 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reputation and Prestige 

 When it comes to the importance of academic reputation to high achieving 

students when selecting a college, the results of this study support the existing research 

that asserts that academic reputation is the most important factor. A description of the 

responses from students regarding the level of importance placed on academic reputation 

  Tier 
Financial Aid 1  2  3  4 
         
Not Important 2808  217  17  8 
 % of Tier 52.6%  18.9%  5.3%  9.9% 
         
Somewhat Important 917  318  56  30 
 % of Tier 17.2%  27.7%  17.3%  37.0% 
         
Very Important 1543  601  246  43 
 % of Tier 28.9%  52.3%  75.9%  53.1% 
         
No Response 67  13  5  0 
 % of Tier 1.3%  1.1%  1.5%  0% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 
Note: X2 (6, N=6,804) = 767.177, p<.001 
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may be found in Table 4.11. The majority of students in all tier groups indicated that the 

academic reputation of students’ college of choice was a very important factor in their 

decision to attend, although there are observable differences between tier groups. 

Students enrolled at the higher-tiered institutions were most likely to rate academic 

reputation as very important, with 86.9% (n=4,638) of Tier One students and 73.4% 

(n=843) of Tier Two students responding accordingly. The proportion of students who 

considered academic reputation as very important then drops to 53.7% (n=174) of Tier 

Three students and 55.6% (n=45) of students attending a Tier Four institution. Virtually 

none (less than 1%) of the students at Tier One universities responded that academic 

reputation was not at all important in their college choice decision. 

 

Table 4.11 – Importance of Academic Reputation by Tier of Institution 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Tier 
Academic Reputation 1  2  3  4 
         
Not Important 42  19  13  6 
 % of Tier 0.8%  1.7%  4.0%  7.4% 
         
Somewhat Important 614  277  135  30 
 % of Tier 11.5%  24.1%  41.7%  37.0% 
         
Very Important 4638  843  174  45 
 % of Tier 86.9%  73.4%  53.7%  55.6% 
         
No Response 41  10  2  0 
 % of Tier 0.8%  0.9%  0.6%  0% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (6, N=6,836) = 401.892, p<.001 



www.manaraa.com

78 
 

In addition to gathering information regarding academic reputation, the research 

also collected student responses to the importance of media rankings in their 

matriculation decisions. A summary of the responses is contained in Table 4.12. The 

greatest degree of importance on media rankings was indicated by the students enrolled at 

Tier One institutions, with over 80% (n=4,297) of respondents in that group responding 

that media rankings were at least somewhat important in their decision to enroll at the 

particular university. Students in the lower-tiered groups indicated the least interest and 

placement of importance on the media’s ranking of postsecondary institutions, with two-

thirds (n=53, 66.3%) of students attending Tier Four institutions indicating that these 

rankings were not at all important. 

 

Table 4.12 – Importance of Media Rankings by Tier of Institution 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Tier 
Media Rankings 1  2  3  4 
         
Not Important 979  422  183  53 
 % of Tier 18.6%  37.2%  57.2%  66.3% 
         
Somewhat Important 2420  527  108  21 
 % of Tier 45.9%  46.5%  33.8%  26.3% 
         
Very Important 1877  185  29  6 
 % of Tier 35.6%  16.3%  9.1%  7.5% 
         
No Response 59  15  4  1 
 % of Tier 1.1%  1.3%  1.2%  1.2% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (6, N=6,810) = 549.593, p<.001 



www.manaraa.com

79 
 

Influence of Others 

 Following student and family characteristics and institutional characteristics, the 

influence of others was explored as a factor affecting the college choices of high 

achieving students. There are four groups of “others” that were investigated, including 

parents, relatives, teachers, and counselors. The descriptive data in Table 4.13 

demonstrate smaller differences among the tier groups than with other independent 

variables that have been discussed, with anywhere from 31% to 40% of the students in 

each tier group indicating that the influence of their parents was very important in their 

college decision. 

 

Table 4.13 – Importance of Parental Influence by Tier of Institution 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  Tier 
Parental Influence 1  2  3  4 
         
Not Important 1459  286  75  13 
 % of Tier 27.4%  24.9%  23.2%  16.1% 
         
Somewhat Important 2104  470  145  34 
 % of Tier 39.4%  40.9%  44.8%  42.0% 
         
Very Important 1730  388  103  33 
 % of Tier 32.4%  33.8%  31.8%  40.7% 
         
No Response 42  5  1  1 
 % of Tier 0.8%  0.4%  0.3%  1.2% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (6, N=6,840) = 11.981, p=.062 
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The descriptive data contained in Table 4.14 convey the responses from students 

regarding the importance of the influence of relatives in their decision to attend their 

college of first choice. A comparison of the responses among tier groups indicates less 

variance on this variable than for most of the other variables in this study. No more than 

6% of students within any of the tier groups indicated that the influence of relatives was 

very important, while approximately two-thirds of students within any given tier group 

responded that the influence of relatives was not a factor that influence their choice of 

which college to attend. 

 

Table 4.14 – Importance of Relative Influence by Tier of Institution 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The influence of teachers and counselors, according to the high achieving students 

in the sample, appears to be no more important than the influence of relatives. Tables 

4.15 and 4.16 summarize the students’ responses to the importance of teachers and 

  Tier 
Relative Influence 1  2  3  4 
         
Not Important 3373  787  210  55 
 % of Tier 63.2%  68.5%  64.8%  67.9% 
         
Somewhat Important 1593  312  95  22 
 % of Tier 29.9%  27.2%  29.3%  27.2% 
         
Very Important 318  37  17  3 
 % of Tier 6.0%  3.2%  5.3%  3.7% 
         
No Response 51  13  2  1 
 % of Tier 1.0%  1.1%  0.6%  1.2% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (6, N=6,822) = 20.319, p=.002 
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counselors respectively in their matriculation decisions. No more than 5% of the 

respondents considered the influence of teachers to be very important; and no more than 

7% indicated similar levels of importance for counselors. Although the majority of 

students in all tier groups responded that the influence of teachers and counselors was not 

important in their college enrollment decisions, the highest proportion of students 

indicating such sentiments for both “other” came from the students at Tier Four 

institutions. Students attending Tier One institutions, on the other hand, responded 

slightly more frequently than the students in other tier groups that the influence of 

counselors and teachers were somewhat or very important in their college choice process. 

  

Table 4.15 – Importance of Teacher Influence by Tier of Institution 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  Tier 
Teacher Influence 1  2  3  4 
         
Not Important 3509  859  254  65 
 % of Tier 65.8%  74.8%  78.4%  80.3% 
         
Somewhat Important 1507  257  63  15 
 % of Tier 28.3%  22.4%  19.4%  18.5% 
         
Very Important 258  20  4  0 
 % of Tier 4.8%  1.7%  1.2%  0% 
         
No Response 61  13  3  1 
 % of Tier 1.1%  1.1%  0.9%  1.2% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 

Note: X2 (6, N=6,811) = 72.264, p<.001 
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Table 4.16 – Importance of Counselor Influence by Tier of Institution 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Correlations for Independent Variables 

 A review of the correlation coefficients of the variables indicates that there are 

numerous relationships that are significant at the 0.01 level. One will note that there are 

correlation coefficients as small as 0.031 that are marked as statistically significant. The 

large sample size used for this study (n=6,889) produced many statistically significant 

correlations that account for so little variance that they are of little practical use. Table 

4.17 exhibits the correlation coefficients for all variables examined in the study. 

There were only two independent variables that did not show a statistically 

significant relationship with the dependent variable of tier group, namely gender (r=-

.003) and influence of a parent (r=.029). Of all of the dependent variables, the 

institutional characteristics of financial aid (r=.304), rankings (r=-.268), costs (r=.266), 

  Tier 
Counselor Influence 1  2  3  4 
         
Not Important 3394  839  222  68 
 % of Tier 63.6%  73.0%  68.5%  84.0% 
         
Somewhat Important 1524  255  85  9 
 % of Tier 28.6%  22.2%  26.2%  11.1% 
         
Very Important 350  40  12  3 
 % of Tier 6.7%  3.5%  3.7%  3.7% 
         
No Response 67  15  5  1 
 % of Tier 1.3%  1.3%  1.5%  1.2% 
         
 Total 5335  1149  324  81 
Note: X2 (6, N=6,801) = 58.195, p<.001 
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and academic reputation (r=-.234) were most strongly correlated with tier group. These 

results indicate a significant relationship between students who responded that college 

costs and financial aid awards were very important and their attendance at a lower-tiered 

(i.e. Tier Three or Four) university. Conversely, the correlation coefficients indicate a 

significant relationship between students who responded that an institution’s academic 

reputation and placement in the rankings were very important and their attendance at a 

higher-tiered (i.e. Tier One or Two) university. 

 

Student and Family Characteristics 

Gender was found to have significant relationships with three of the independent 

variables. The negative correlation (r=-.104) implies a significant relationship between 

being male and responding affirmatively of the likelihood of having to work to pay for 

college. In addition, as it relates to their matriculation decision of high achieving 

students, a significant relationship was found between being male and the importance 

placed on the influence of parents (r=-.046) and the influence of teachers (r=-.035).  

 The results indicated several statistically significant relationships between 

parents’ education level and other independent variables. Father’s education level was 

found to be positively related to Asian ethnicity (r=.103) but negatively related to 

Hispanic ethnicity (r=-.074). In other words, there is a significant relationship between 

being Asian and having a father with a relatively high level of education; and there is a 

significant relationship between being Hispanic and having a father with a relatively low 

level of education. No significant relationship was found between Asian ethnicity and 
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mother’s level of education, but, similar to the fathers, there was a negative relationship 

between Hispanic ethnicity and mother’s education level (r=-.047). 

 Not surprisingly, the education level for both fathers and mothers showed strong 

positive correlations with family income (FatherEd=.389; MotherEd= .295), which 

validates the notion that higher education levels yield higher income levels. The 

correlation coefficient matrix further indicates other statistically significant relationships 

involving family income. In addition, family income was found to be positively related to 

the importance of an institution’s academic reputation (r=.067) and placement in media 

rankings (r=.109), as well as with the influence of parents (r=.049) and relatives (r=.049) 

There is a significant negative, albeit weak, relationship between family income 

and the ethnic categories of Black (r=-.045), Asian (r=-.069), and Hispanic (r=-.044), 

which indicates that identification with any of those three ethnic groups is negatively 

related to income. Family income was also found to be negatively related to the chances 

that students would have to work to pay for college (r=-.303); and the importance of 

college costs (r=-.264) and financial aid (r=-.457) in the choice of where to enroll. No 

relationship of significance was found between family income and gender (r=.013), 

ethnicity other than white, Black, Asian, or Hispanic (r=-.010), or the influence of 

teachers (r=-.011) or counselors (r=.014). 
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Table 4.17 - Matrix of Correlation Coefficients  
 
 Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 Tier 1.00         

2 Gender -.003 1.00        

3 EthBlack -.038** -.016 1.00       

4 EthAsian -.136** -.034** -.017 1.00      

5 EthHisp -.047** -.005 .043** -.045** 1.00     

6 EthOther -.047** -.003 .080** -.022 .033** 1.00    

7 FatherEd -.204** -.003 -.008 .103** -.074** .029* 1.00   

8 MotherEd -.164** -.009 .004 .014 -.047** .014 .460** 1.00  

9 Income -.187** .013 -.045** -.069** -.044** -.010 .389** .295** 1.00 

10 Employ .031** -.104** .018 -.006 .023 -.017 -.157** -.106** -.303** 

11 Costs .266** -.020 .027* .012 -.003 -.009 -.146** -.115** -.264** 

12 FinAid .304** -.008 .048** -.031** .041** .007 -.260** -.204** -.457** 

13 AcadRep -.234** -.024* -.022 -.026* .005 -.011 .037** .030* .067** 

14 Rankings -.268** -.005 .012 -.026* .020 .025* .069** .033** .109** 

15 InfParent .029* -.046** -.005 .049** -.022 -.024 .049** .016 .049** 

16 InfRel -.038** -.016 .014 .047** .002 .024* .056** .039** .049** 

17 InfTeach -.099** -.035** .001 .041** .022 .021 -.017 -.017 -.011 

18 InfCouns -.079** .019 .003 .022 .031* -.020 -.010 -.013 .014 
 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level  
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level 
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Table 4.17 - Matrix of Correlation Coefficients (cont.) 
 
 Variable 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

1 Tier          

2 Gender          

3 EthBlack          

4 EthAsian          

5 EthHisp          

6 EthOther          

7 FatherEd          

8 MotherEd          

9 Income          

10 Employ 1.00         

11 Costs .116** 1.00        

12 FinAid .209** .493** 1.00       

13 AcadRep .027* -.048** -.050** 1.00      

14 Rankings -.028* -.038** -.088** .292** 1.00     

15 InfParent .004 .044** .003 .058** .100** 1.00    

16 InfRel -.043** .044** -.012 .066** .121** .316** 1.00   

17 InfTeach .007 .054** .047** .078** .110** .125** .311** 1.00  

18 InfCouns -.026* .100** .064** .060** .119** .118** .168** .459** 1.00 

 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level  
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level 
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Institutional Characteristics 

 The importance of cost of attending the institution of choice was found to be 

positively correlated with the following variables: the likelihood that the student will 

need to work to pay for school (r=.116), and the influences of parents (r=.044), relatives 

(r=.044), teachers (r=.054), and counselors (r=.100). The importance of cost of attending 

the institution of choice was found to be negatively correlated with the following 

variables: the education level of fathers (r=-.146), the education level of mothers (r=-

.115), family income (r=-.264), the importance of academic reputation (r=-.048), and the 

importance of media rankings (r=-.038). No statistically significant relationship was 

found between the costs of attendance and ethnicity. 

 The directional relationships for the importance of financial aid are generally 

reflective of those relationships involving the importance of cost of attendance, as the 

relationship between the two responses was very positive (r=.493). One exception to this 

observation has to do with the two variables’ relationships with ethnicity. Although no 

statistically significant relationship was found between the costs of attendance and 

ethnicity, there were significant positive correlations reported between the importance of 

financial aid and the ethnic groups of Black (r=.048) and Hispanic (r=.041). However, 

there was a negative relationship between the importance of financial aid and being 

Asian. Another exception to the similarity in correlation coefficients for costs and 

financial aid has to do with their relationship with the importance of the influences of 

others. There was no relationship between the importance of financial aid and the 

importance of the influences of parents (r=.003) and relatives (r=-.012), although 
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significant positive relationships were found between those two variables and the cost of 

college. 

 There was a significant positive correlation between the importance of academic 

reputation and the importance of media rankings (r=.292). Therefore, as one might 

expect, the relationships between the two variables and other variables in this study have 

many similarities. One exception to this has to do with the variable of Asian ethnicity. 

Although no statistically significant relationship (at the p=.01 level) was found between 

being Asian and the importance of academic reputation, Asian ethnicity holds a 

significant positive relationship with the importance of media rankings (r=.095). Except 

for the Asian ethnic group, no relationship was found between ethnicity and academic 

reputation or ethnicity and media rankings. 

 

Influence of Others 

 Male students were more likely than female students to indicate a high level of 

importance place on the influence of others in their decision of which college to attend. 

Although no significant relationships were found for females, male students indicated a 

statistically significant level of importance placed on the influence of parents (r=-.046) 

and the influence of teachers (r=-.035). Except for the Asian ethnic group, no relationship 

was found between ethnicity and the influence of others. However, significant positive 

relationships were found between Asian identification and the influence of parents 

(r=.049), the influence of relatives (r=.047), and the influence of teachers (r=.041).

 The importance of the influence of parents was found to be positively correlated 



www.manaraa.com

89 
 

with the following independent variables: father’s education (r=.049), family income 

(r=.049), the importance of institutional costs (r=.044), the importance of academic 

reputation (r=.058), and the importance of media rankings (r=.100). There was no 

relationship between the influence of parents and mother’s education (r=.016) or the 

importance of financial aid (r=.003). 

The importance of the influence of relatives was found to be positively correlated 

with the following independent variables: father’s education (r=.056), mother’s education 

(r=.039), family income (r=.049), the importance of institutional costs (r=.044), the 

importance of academic reputation (r=.066), and the importance of media rankings 

(r=.121). There was a negative relationship between the influence of relatives and the 

likelihood of student employment (r=-.043). 

Neither the variable of the influence of teachers nor the variable of the influence 

of counselors held a significant relationship with the education levels of fathers or 

mothers, family income, or the likelihood of student employment. The importance of the 

influence of teachers was found to be positively correlated with the following 

independent variables: the importance of institutional costs (r=.054), the importance of 

financial aid (r=.047), the importance of academic reputation (r=.058), and the 

importance of media rankings (r=.100). Similarly, the importance of the influence of 

counselors was found to be positively correlated with the following independent 

variables: the importance of institutional costs (r=.100), the importance of financial aid 

(r=.064), the importance of academic reputation (r=.060), and the importance of media 

rankings (r=.119). 
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Multiple Regression Analysis 

 All 17 of the independent variables within the broader groups of student and family 

characteristics, institutional characteristics, and influence of others, were regressed on the 

dependent variable of institutional tier group. The results of the regression associating tier of 

first choice university for high achieving students from the predictor variables related to 

student and family characteristics, institutional characteristics, and the influence of others, is 

presented in Table 4.18. The sample for the regression analysis consisted of 6,889 high 

achieving students who scored in the top 10% of SAT test-takers, or the equivalent ACT 

result, and graduated from high school with an A average.  

Variables were included into the stepwise regression equation in order of the 

proportion of variance added by the variable. Betas for variables that are in the model, as well 

as those variables that did not enter the equation, were examined as each new variable 

entered the equation. Fourteen variables entered the equation, including ethnicity (4 

variables), father’s education, mother’s education, student employment, institutional costs, 

financial aid, academic reputation, media rankings, parental influence, teacher influence, and 

counselor influence. All fourteen variables in the model were significant predictors at the 

p<.001 level.  

 Three variables did not enter the regression equation, namely gender, family income, 

and influence of a relative. The obtained R2 value was .245, suggesting that nearly 25% of the 

variability in tier level was accountable by the set of independent variables. The adjusted R2 

value was .243. Cohen’s (1992) effect size was computed to be 32, which can be interpreted 

as a large effect using Cohen’s guidelines, where .02=small, .15=medium, and .35=large. 
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Table 4.18 – Unstandardized Regression Coefficients for Models 
 
  Unstandardized Regression Coefficient (b) at Step: 

Model Variable Constant 
(α) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1 FinAid 1.110 .210 .195 .192 .140 .137 .119 .121 .121 .123 .119 .120 .121 .126 .127 
2 Rankings 1.341  -.204 -.165 -.167 -.157 -.153 -.147 -.152 -.150 -.150 -.149 -.146 -.146 -.145 
3 AcadRep 1.747   -.244 -.238 -.248 -.245 -.238 -.241 -.242 -.241 -.243 -.243 -.239 -.241 
4 Costs 1.700    .120 .124 .121 .124 .121 .119 .119 .119 .122 .123 .122 
5 EthAsian 1.735     -.225 -.207 -.202 -.205 -.210 -.215 -.217 -.217 -.216 -.218 
6 FatherEd 1.887      -.051 -.052 -.053 -.055 -.042 -.042 -.042 -.044 -.043 
7 InfTeach 1.896       -.091 -.099 -.097 -.097 -.097 -.072 -.071 -.070 
8 InfParent 1.856        .056 .055 .055 .055 .057 .057 .057 
9 EthHisp 1.858         -.201 -.203 -.197 -.193 -.193 -.189 
10 MotherEd 1.914          -.032 -.032 -.032 -.032 -.032 
11 EthBlack 1.917           -.293 -.292 -.291 -.275 
12 InfCouns 1.920            -.054 -.057 -.058 
13 EthOther 1.957             -.034 -.034 
14 Employ 1.961              -.179 
 
Note: All statistics are significant at p<.001
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The unstandardized regression coefficient (b) may be defined as the expected 

change in the dependent variable (Y) associated with a unit change in the independent 

variable (X), as demonstrated in the following simple linear equation: 

Y = α + bX + e 

where Y equals the raw score on the dependent variable (i.e. tier level); α equals the 

intercept, or constant; b equals the regression coefficient; X equals the raw score on the 

independent variable; and e equals the error, or residual. For the model in this study, the 

standard error was .531, which indicates that predictions of tier level of institution tended 

to be off by about one half of a level. 

To get a further sense of the contribution of each independent variable to the 

prediction of tier level of institution attended, standardized regression coefficients were 

calculated. If the scores for the dependent (Y) and independent (X) variables were 

standardized to z scores, one would use a standardized regression coefficient (β). As in 

the case of b, β is interpreted as the expected change in Y associated with a unit change in 

X. Further, a unit change in X, when it has been standardized, refers to a change of one 

standard deviation in X. Standardized regression coefficients for each of the fourteen 

independent variables in the model are listed in Table 4.19. The regression coefficients 

for all fourteen variables in the model were found to be statistically significant at p<.001. 

 As demonstrated in Table 4.19, the importance of financial aid uniquely 

accounted for the largest proportion of variability in the model. The R2 for this variable 

was .092, which indicates that 9% of the variability of institutional tier level can be 

attributed to the importance of financial aid. As the entire model of 14 variables had an 
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Table 4.19 - Standardized Regression Coefficients for Models 
 
   Standardized Regression Coefficient (β) at Step: 
Model Variable Model R2 R2 Change 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
1 FinAid .092 .092 .304 .282 .278 .205 .199 .172 .176 .175 .178 .173 .175 .176 .177 .183 

2 Rankings .148 .056  -.239 -.189 -.192 -.179 -.175 -.167 -.172 -.170 -.170 -.168 -.165 -.164 -.164 

3 AcadRep .176 .028   -.174 -.169 -.175 -.173 -.169 -.170 -.171 -.170 -.172 -.171 -.172 -.170 

4 Costs .193 .017    .150 .154 .151 .154 .151 .149 .148 .149 .152 .152 .153 

5 EthAsian .207 .014     -.119 -.109 -.106 -.108 -.111 -.113 -.114 -.115 -.116 -.115 

6 FatherEd .218 .011      -.111 -.113 -.116 -.120 -.095 -.095 -.095 -.093 -.097 

7 InfTeach .225 .007       -.085 -.092 -.091 -.091 -.090 -.068 -.066 -.066 

8 InfParent .229 .005        .068 .067 .067 .067 .070 .069 .069 

9 EthHisp .233 .004         -.062 -.063 -.061 -.060 -.058 -.058 

10 MotherEd .236 .003          -.058 -.057 -.057 -.058 -.058 

11 EthBlack .238 .003           -.051 -.051 -.048 -.047 

12 InfCouns .240 .002            -.052 -.054 -.056 

13 EthOther .241 .001             -.038 -.039 

14 Employ .243 .001              -.040 
 
Note: All statistics are significant at p<.001 
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R2 of .243, the importance of financial aid uniquely accounted for over one-third of the 

variability for the entire model. 

 Further, the four variables with the largest changes in R2 to the model make up 

nearly 80% of the total variance of the model in predicting tier level of institution. 

Specifically, over 19% of the variance (R2=.193) in tier level of first choice institution 

was accountable by the four variables related to institutional characteristics, namely the 

importance of financial aid (R2 change=.092), the importance of media rankings (R2 

change=.056), the importance of academic reputation (R2 change=.028), and the 

importance of costs (R2 change=.017). Ten additional variables were added to the model 

based on the statistical significance of the F scores; however, those ten variables 

accounted for only 5% of the variance of the outcome variable, namely tier level of first 

choice institution. 

 

Summary 

The scope of this study was limited to public and private national research 

universities as identified by USNWR. The sample was drawn from the 97 universities 

which administered the survey CIRP Freshman Survey in 2004, as listed in Appendix C. 

To provide some initial understanding of the differences between high achieving students 

enrolled at each of the four tiers of national universities, results were reported in three 

ways, including (1) frequencies and descriptive statistics, (2) a correlation matrix, and (3) 

multiple regression models.  

As expected, due to the large proportion of participating Tier One institutions, 

there was a large disparity in the number of eligible respondents among tier groups. The 
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resulting dataset for the study included responses from 6,889 students. Seventy-seven 

percent (n=5,335) of the respondents were from Tier One institutions, compared to 16.7% 

(n=1,149) from Tier Two, 4.7% (n=324) from Tier Three, and 1.2% (n=81) from Tier 

Four institutions. Although the gender representation for the sample resembled what the 

researcher expected, the ethic diversity of the sample in the current study was less than 

optimal. The sample of respondents was overwhelmingly comprised of white students 

(n=5571, 80.9%). 

All 17 of the independent variables within the broader groups of student and 

family characteristics, institutional characteristics, and influence of others, were regressed 

on the dependent variable of institutional tier group. Variables were included into the 

stepwise regression equation in order of the proportion of variance added by the variable. 

Fourteen variables entered the equation, including ethnicity (4 variables), father’s 

education, mother’s education, student employment, institutional costs, financial aid, 

academic reputation, media rankings, parental influence, teacher influence, and counselor 

influence. Three variables did not enter the regression equation, namely gender, family 

income, and influence of a relative. The importance of financial aid accounted for the 

largest proportion of variability in the model. Further, over 19% of the variance (R2=.193) 

in tier level of first choice institution was accountable by the four variables related to 

institutional characteristics, namely the importance of financial aid, the importance of 

media rankings, the importance of academic reputation, and the importance of costs. 

Further analyses and discussion of the results are included in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 5 
 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter discusses the major findings of this multivariate research study. 

Particular attention is given to the interpretation of research questions posed for the study 

and how the results relate to the college choice models examined in Chapter 2. 

Implications for future educational research and implications for policy and practice will 

be discussed. The chapter will close with concluding remarks from the researcher. 

The first sections of this chapter address the results of the study as they relate to 

the review of the literature and specifically how they address the research questions that 

have guided this study: 

1. To what extent do students’ individual characteristics (e.g. gender and ethnicity) 

relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

2. To what extent do students’ family characteristics (e.g. parents’ education level 

and family income) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

3. To what extent do financial considerations associated with college (e.g. cost and 

financial aid) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

4. To what extent does academic reputation of the institution relate to college 

choice for high achieving students? 

5. To what extent does the influence of significant others (e.g. parents, relatives, 

teachers, and counselors) relate to college choice for high achieving students? 
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Relationship between Individual and Family Characteristics and College Choice 

The first research objective was to explore the relationship between students’ 

individual characteristics (e.g. gender and ethnicity) and college choice for high 

achieving students, as follows: 

Research Question #1: To what extent do students’ individual 

characteristics (e.g. gender and ethnicity) relate to college choice for high 

achieving students? 

When considering the relationship between the individual characteristics of 

students and college choice, the literature supports the notion that race, gender and social 

class have a strong relationship with educational attainment. Although gender was not 

identified as a statistically significant factor for the regression model, differences in 

gender representation were observed in the frequency distribution (see Table 4.2). The 

greatest differences observed were in Tier Two institutions, with 25% more males 

(n=638) than females (n=511), and in Tier Four institutions, with 31% more females 

(n=46) than males (n=35). The results of frequency distribution are in line with 

McDonough’s (1997) findings that, regardless of academic ability and achievements, 

women are less likely to attend highly selective institutions. 

Prior research suggests that African-American students tend to enroll in less 

selective institution and that Hispanic students have demonstrated lower educational 

aspirations than African-American students (Mau, 1995). In addition, African-American 

and Hispanic students have been found to be more sensitive than their white peers to the 

costs of higher education, and, therefore, are more responsive to grants and scholarships 

(Johnson, Stewart & Eberly, 1991; Hoyt & Brown, 2003). With the exception of Hispanic 
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females, the literature indicates that females have stronger academic goals than males; 

although Asian American males have been found to possess significantly higher college 

aspirations than females and all other ethnic male groups (Mau, 1995). 

The strikingly low representation of Black and Hispanic students in the sample for 

the current study made it difficult to draw strong relationships between a student’s 

identification as Black or Hispanic and attendance at a selective institution. Frequency 

distributions displayed in Table 4.3 show low representation of students from these two 

ethnic groups across all four tiers, with no Black students represented in the sample for 

Tier Four institutions. However, both factors were statistically significant when regressed 

against the outcome variable of tier institution and, therefore, were included in the final 

regression model. 

Compared with the lower-tiered institutions the Tier One institutions received 

responses from a noticeably higher percentage of Asian students. Nearly 15% (n=797) of 

the respondents from Tier One institutions identified themselves as Asian, compared to 

3.2% (n=37) from Tier Two, 3.1% (n=10) from Tier Three, and 2.5% (n=2) from Tier 

Four institutions. Except for the Asian ethnic group, no relationship was found between 

ethnicity and the influence of others. However, significant positive relationships were 

found between Asian identification and the influence of parents (r=.049), the influence of 

relatives (r=.047), and the influence of teachers (r=.041). 

The second research question related to the relationship between family 

characteristics and college choice for high achieving students, as follows: 
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Research Question #2: To what extent do students’ family 

characteristics (e.g. parents’ education level and family income) relate 

to college choice for high achieving students? 

Socioeconomic status is a common factor that researchers have identified to 

segment students in college choice studies. A number of research studies have supported 

the premise that students from high socioeconomic backgrounds and students who are 

academically talented are more likely to attend elite institutions (Brewer, et al., 1999; 

Hearn, 1987; Manski & Wise, 1983; Paulsen, 1990) and that low-income and first-

generation students are comparatively disadvantaged against their more affluent peers 

when it comes to the variety of colleges from which they are able to choose (Kinzie, et 

al., 2004).  

Consistent with other college choice research findings, the frequency distribution 

for the current study indicates an inverse relationship between income and tier level (see 

Table 4.4). That is, as the increments of family income increase, the tier level decreases. 

Students attending Tier Four institutions were twice as likely to report a family income of 

$100,000 or less than were students attending Tier One institutions; with more than one 

in five (22.2%) Tier Four students reporting a family income of $50,000 or less, 

compared with only one of every ten (10.3%) students at Tier One institutions. There is a 

similar disparity when examining the other end of the income spectrum. Students 

attending Tier One institutions reported a family income of over $150,000 at nearly twice 

the rate (33.5%) of Tier Two students (17.2%), three times the rate of Tier Three students 

(11.4%), and nearly seven times the rate of Tier Four students (4.9%). 
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Previous research has found that first-generation students tend to receive less 

encouragement and support from their families than multi-generation students when it 

comes to college attendance (Arredondo, 1999). Students appear to have a higher 

likelihood of viewing college as realistic when their parents stress the importance of 

educational success (Ceja, 2004). Research findings are inconsistent when reporting on 

behaviors of first-generation students in the college application process. McDonough 

(1994) reported that, compared with students who are raised by college graduates, first-

generation students are more likely to limit the number of institutions to which they apply 

and to apply to nonselective institutions. However, a study of college-bound high school 

students in New Hampshire revealed no significant differences in the type or quality of 

college under consideration between students whose parents possessed postsecondary 

degrees and those whose parents had not completed a college education (Toutkoushian, 

2001). In fact, first generation students were found to be equally likely as those with 

college-educated parents to consider attending a selective school. 

As expected from the sample data for the current study, students attending Tier 

One institutions reported the highest levels of education for their parents, with over half 

of respondents (55.3%) reporting that their fathers possessed a graduate degree and 

nearly 38% reporting graduate degree attainment for their mothers (see Table 4.7). 

Further, the fathers of Tier One students were least likely to lack any college experience. 

Less than 6% of fathers of students attending Tier One institutions lacked a college 

education; however, the percentage rises to more than 11% for fathers of students in Tiers 

2, 3, and 4. Contrary to the results for the fathers, the mothers of Tier Four students were 
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least likely to lack a college education. For both fathers and mothers, Tier Three students 

had the highest percentage of parents with no college education.  

An examination of the correlation coefficient matrix (see Table 4.17) indicates 

several statistically significant relationships between parents’ education level and other 

dependent variables. Not surprisingly, the education level for both fathers (r=.389) and 

mothers (r=.295) showed strong positive correlations with family income, which supports 

the notion that higher education levels yield higher income levels. Somewhat unexpected, 

however, was that the influence of parents in choosing a college was found to have a 

significant positive correlation with father’s education level (r=.049) but not with 

mother’s education level (r=.016). 

 

Relationship between Institutional Characteristics and College Choice 

The third research objective was to explore the relationship between the cost of 

college and the importance of financial aid awards and college choice for high achieving 

students, as follows: 

Research Question #3: To what extent do financial considerations 

associated with college (e.g. cost and financial aid) relate to college 

choice for high achieving students? 

The financial realities of a college education are likely to influence a student’s 

choice of where to attend college; and much of the existing research supports the notion 

that students consider the trade-offs between current costs and future expectations of 

financial and non-financial benefits. As a strategy to recruit greater numbers of high 

achieving students, institutions may increase levels of educational spending per student. 
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This is the case particularly at private institutions that can more easily raise tuition to 

address financial needs (Hoxby, 1997). Understanding that tuition increases may result in 

deterring the students they are trying to attract, many institutions accompany tuition 

increases with increased allocations for both need-based and merit-based financial aid. 

For high-ability students, assessing the best combination of multiple offers of financial 

assistance can be a daunting task, as they may qualify for both need-based and merit-

based aid, both state-funded and privately-funded scholarships, federal work-study 

programs, and aid packages from each of the colleges in which they are interested.  

The current study investigated the extent that the costs of college and offers of 

financial aid influenced the tier level of attendance for high achieving students. 

Regardless of tier group, the majority of students in the sample among all tier groups 

indicated that there was at least some chance that they would need to seek employment to 

help pay for college expenses, with students in Tier Four institutions indicating a stronger 

need than the students in other tier groups (see Table 4.4). Not surprisingly, there is a 

significant positive correlation between the need for student employment to pay for 

college and both the importance of college costs and the importance of financial aid. 

Only three (3.7%) of the 81 students enrolled at Tier Four institutions responded that 

there was little to no chance that they would need to get a job to pay for their education.  

Compared with the other independent variables explored in this study, costs 

(r=.266) and financial aid (r=.304) were strongly correlated with tier group, both in a 

positive direction. These results would tend to support the claim that students who 

responded that college costs and financial aid awards were very important were likely to 

attend a lower-tiered (i.e. Tier Three or Four) university. As demonstrated in Table 4.19, 
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the variable of importance of financial aid uniquely accounted for the largest proportion 

of variability in the model. Specifically, 9% of the variability of institutional tier level can 

be attributed to the importance of financial aid. As the entire model of 14 variables had 

an R2 of .243, the importance of financial aid uniquely accounted for over one-third of the 

variability for the entire model. The variable of importance of college costs accounted for 

1.7% of the variability in predicting tier group. 

This study affirms the results of previous studies on college choice, but fills a gap 

in understanding the matriculation decisions of high achieving college-bound students. 

There is some agreement among scholars that, while the availability of financial aid is 

considered important by most college-bound students, the impact of cost and financial aid 

decrease as students’ income level and academic ability increase and that this financial 

gap often discourages or prohibits low-income students from attending higher-tiered 

institutions, even when controlling for academic ability. The current study examined the 

responses only of students with high levels of academic ability and found the availability 

of financial aid to be the single most important factor in predicting whether students will 

attend a higher-tiered or lower-tiered university. The importance of financial aid 

accounted for over five times the variability of the importance of college costs. 

Therefore, although college costs were found to be a significant predictor of the tier level 

of university attended, it was of secondary importance compared with the attention to 

financial aid by high achieving students. 

Students were more likely to view financial aid awards as a key matriculation 

factor if they were Black or Hispanic, had parents who possess relatively low levels of 

postsecondary education, and came from a relatively lower income family. These 
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students were also likely to respond that the influence of a teacher or counselor was 

important in their choice of college. On the other hand, they were less likely to belong to 

an Asian ethnic group or to view the academic reputation or media rankings for the 

school as important in their decision to attend. 

The fourth research question went to the heart of the study to explore the 

importance of academic reputation to high achieving students and whether differences 

exist among students who attend higher-tiered versus lower-tiered universities, as 

follows: 

Research Question #4: To what extent does academic reputation of the 

institution relate to college choice for high achieving students? 

Access to college and university information through mass media has had a 

noticeable impact on the manner in which application and admissions processes are 

approached. Not only are institutions concerned about the number of students they can 

enroll, but they are particularly interested in high achieving students due to the 

enhancements that these students can contribute to an institution’s reputation. 

Recruitment of the best and brightest students is critical for positive development of an 

institution’s academic reputation. Moreover, universities pay attention to their placement 

in the rankings because rankings and prestige are important to academically attractive 

students who want to attend prestigious institutions. There is some consensus among 

researchers that institutional prestige and academic reputation are of primary importance 

to high ability students when choosing a college. However, the literature in this area 

offers little guidance to enrollment management professionals at lower-tiered universities 
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as to the factors that persuade some high achieving students to attend lower-tiered 

universities.  

The results of this study support the existing research that asserts that academic 

reputation is an important factor of matriculation for high achieving students. The 

majority of students in the sample, in all tier groups, indicated that academic reputation of 

the students’ college of choice was a very important factor in their decision to attend, 

although there were noticeable differences between tier groups (see Table 4.11). Students 

enrolled at the higher-tiered institutions were most likely to rate academic reputation as 

very important, with 86.9% of Tier One students and 73.4% of Tier Two students 

responding accordingly. The proportion of students who considered academic reputation 

as very important then drops to 53.7% of Tier Three students and 55.6% of students 

attending a Tier Four institution. Virtually none (less than 1%) of the students at Tier One 

universities responded that academic reputation was not at all important in their college 

choice decision. 

In addition to gathering information regarding academic reputation, the study also 

collected student responses to the importance of media rankings in their matriculation 

decisions. Although research exists on the importance of media rankings, little is known 

about the population of students which most heavily value such indices.  Researchers that 

have studied the influence of media rankings on matriculation have concluded that 

students are most likely to find them important if they are of traditional college age, from 

middle income families, and are planning to attend a school outside of their region 

(Goenner and Snaith, 2004; Hossler and Foley, 1995). 
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Four out of five students attending Tier One institutions responded that media 

rankings were at least somewhat important in their decision to enroll at the particular 

university (see Table 4.12). Students in the lower-tiered groups indicated the least interest 

and placement of importance on the media’s ranking of postsecondary institutions, with 

two-thirds (66.3%) of students attending Tier Four institutions indicating that these 

rankings were not at all important. Similarly, according to the correlation coefficient 

matrix, there was a significant relationship between students who considered placement 

in the rankings to be very important and students who attended higher-tiered (i.e. Tier 

One or Two) universities. Also, it is worth noting that a significant relationship was 

revealed between Asian students and the importance of rankings. No significant 

relationship was identified for any other ethnic group. 

 

Relationship of the Influence of Others to College Choice 

Following student and family characteristics and institutional characteristics, the 

influence of others was explored as a factor affecting the college choices of high 

achieving students. There are four groups of “others” that were investigated in the current 

study, including parents, relatives, teachers, and counselors. 

Research Question #5: To what extent does the influence of significant 

others (e.g. parents, relatives, teachers, and counselors) relate to college 

choice for high achieving students? 

The choice of where to go to college is arguably one of the most important 

decisions of a young adult’s life. For high school students considering a college career, 

guidance from trusted loved ones and respected role models is needed to think through all 
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of the considerations. Prior studies have concluded that parental encouragement and 

expectations influence college aspirations in students, regardless of gender, ethnicity and 

socioeconomic backgrounds (Hossler and Stage, 1992), that parental influence is a 

significant predictor of student matriculation, and that students who attend prestigious 

universities are more likely to receive motivational messages from parents than from 

counselors, peers and other educational role models (Levine and Nidiffer, 1996). In 

addition to the strong influence from parents and relatives, some scholars have found that 

a number of students consider high school counselors and teachers to be an important 

source of information (Bradshaw, et al., 2001; Gonzalez, et al., 2003), particularly for 

students from lower SES backgrounds and whose parents had little formal education 

(MacAllum, et al., 2007).  

Compared with the outcomes related to student and family characteristics and 

institutional characteristics, the frequency distribution for the current study reflects little 

variation among student responses in each of the four tier groups related to the 

importance of the influence of others. The frequency of students who indicated that the 

influence of their parents was very important in their college decision ranged from 31% 

to 40% among tier groups. No more than 6% of students within any of the tier groups 

indicated that the influence of relatives was very important, while approximately two-

thirds of students within any given tier group responded that the influence of relatives 

was not a factor that influence their choice of which college to attend. The influence of 

teachers and counselors, according to the high achieving students in the sample, the 

influence of relatives seems to be minor (see Tables 4.15 and 4.16).  
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When the four variables were regressed against the outcome variable of tier level, 

three of the variables were found to have a significant relationship and were therefore 

included in the model. The variables of influence of teachers (R2=.007), influence of 

parents (R2=.005), and influence of counselors (R2=.002), collectively accounted for 

1.4% of the variability in the model for predicting tier level of attended school for high 

achieving students. The variable of influence of relatives was not included in the model. 

A review of the standardized regression coefficients for the three variables in the model 

reflects inconsistencies in the direction with which the variables influence the outcome of 

institutional tier level. There is a negative relationship between the influence of teachers 

(β = -.066) and tier level and, similarly, a negative relationship between the influence of 

counselors (β = -.056) and institutional tier group. Conversely, the influence of parents (β 

= .069) has a positive relationship with institutional tier level. 

These results indicate that those students who were most influenced by teachers 

and counselors tended to enroll at a higher-tiered university. This finding is inconsistent 

with previous research that linked the influence of teachers and counselors with students 

of low SES backgrounds and attendance at lower-tiered universities. For students whose 

parents have had little or no experience with postsecondary education, it is 

understandable that teachers and counselors would become a replacement advocate and 

role model for higher education. In addition, these professionals may help students 

navigate through the admission and enrollment process if parents lack the ability or 

willingness to take on those responsibilities. 

Table 5.1 provides a summary of the results of the study, indicating the factors 

that were determined to possess significant relationships with the outcome variable for 
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tier level. As observed from the table, the results from this study support prior research 

that found relationships between high achieving students and certain individual 

characteristics, family characteristics, institutional characteristics, and the influences of 

others. The purpose of this study was to identify differences among the students attending 

the higher-tiered universities and their peers who chose to attend a lower-tiered 

university. The strongest predictor of enrollment at a lower-tiered university was whether 

the student considered the availability of financial aid to be very important in choosing a 

college. The importance of financial aid was followed by the importance of costs of 

college. The final predictor was the influence of a parent. 

 

Table 5.1 – Summary of Relationships between Independent and Dependent Variables 
 

Variable  Higher-Tiered  Lower-Tiered 
Student/Family Characteristics     
 Gender  -  - 
 Ethnicity  Asian  - 
 Parents Education  High  Low 
 Income  High  Low 
Institutional Characteristics     
 Costs  -  Very important 
 Financial Aid  -  Very important 
 Academic Reputation  Very important   
 Media Rankings  Very important   
Influence of Others     
 Parents  -  Important 
 Relatives  -  - 
 Teachers  Important  - 
 Counselors  Important  - 
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Validation of the College Choice Model 

The three-stage choice model developed by Hossler and Gallagher (1987) was the 

basis for this study.  Hossler, et al. (1989) defined the college choice experience as a 

“complex, multi-stage process during which an individual develops aspirations to 

continue formal education beyond high school, followed later by a decision to attend a 

specific college, university or institution of advanced vocational training” (p. 234). 

Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) model outlines three stages of the college choice process: 

1.  Predisposition: students’ decisions/aspirations to enroll in postsecondary 

education. 

2. Search: the process of considering types of institutions to which to apply. 

3. Choice: the selection of an institution to attend. 

The first stage of predisposition is defined as the phase in which students decide 

whether or not to pursue formal education after high school. Factors that have been found 

to predispose students toward college include socioeconomic status, students’ academic 

achievement, parents’ education levels, ethnicity, gender, encouragement from high 

school counselors and teachers, and parental expectations and encouragement (Hossler & 

Stage, 1992). During the search stage, students engage in accessing information on 

specific colleges in order to further examine the opportunities and benefits. It is within 

this phase that students are most likely to consider external and institutional information 

sources. Factors that may be considered by students at this second phase include cost of 

attendance, availability and offers of financial assistance, and academic reputation. The 

third stage of college choice is the application of the predisposition factors combined 

with the information gathered during the search phase (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). 
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 This study examined how differences among high achieving students in each of 

the first two stages may impact the level of prestige, measured by the USNWR-assigned 

tier, of the college of first choice. The design of the study included predisposition-related 

factors of student and family characteristics (gender, ethnicity, parents’ education levels, 

and family income) and the influence of others (parents, relatives, teachers, and 

counselors). Search-related factors considered for this study were grouped as institutional 

characteristics (costs, financial aid, and academic reputation). 

 Results of the current study indicate that for high achieving students the second 

stage in the model tends to be a better predictor than the first stage in predicting the 

outcome of college choice. The four variables associated with institutional characteristics 

were found, through both correlation and regression analyses, to be more significant 

predictors of college choice than any of the other variables that were included as part of 

this study. Specifically, over 19% of the variance (R2=.193) in tier level of first choice 

institution was accountable by the four variables related to institutional characteristics, 

namely the importance of financial aid (R2 change=.092), the importance of media 

rankings (R2 change=.056), the importance of academic reputation (R2 change=.028), and 

the importance of costs (R2 change=.017). This finding is significant as Hossler and 

Gallagher’s (1987) model has not been applied specifically to the matriculation 

phenomenon for high achieving students interested in attending national research 

universities.  
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Implications for Future Research 

 Prior to this study, the specific scope of factors related to the tier level of college 

of first choice for high achieving students were unknown and unmeasured. The CIRP 

2004 Freshman Survey, the survey instrument used for this study, provided the source of 

secondary data to address factors related to student and family characteristics, 

institutional characteristics, and the influence of others. While the factors selected for 

inclusion in this study were grounded in the literature, there are other factors that likely 

contribute to the outcome of college choice that were not possible to include, as not all 

factors of interest were captured by the CIRP.  

This researcher does not necessarily recommend that changes be made to the 

Freshman Survey to include an endless array of college choice factors. Rather, it is 

suggested that future research related to the relationship between the college choices of 

high achieving students and student and family characteristics, institutional 

characteristics, and the influence of others, not rely solely on the data which can be 

provided by the Freshman Survey to answer these research questions. The CIRP 

Freshman Survey has been an effective tool for providing useful information for 

researchers interested in the factors related to matriculation; however, the 2004 survey 

did not provide any way to capture data related to the importance of college athletic 

programs or the influence of peers. The literature suggests that these two factors, among 

others, may assist in the explanation of the relationship between college choice and 

institutional characteristics and the influence of others. 

 The CIRP Freshman Survey gathers some intriguing information that was not 

related to the scope of the present study. Further investigation into some of these factors 
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is recommended. A complete copy of the 2004 Freshman Survey may be found in 

Appendix A. Some examples of survey questions that may lend themselves to future 

research include: 

1. What is the highest academic degree that you intend to obtain? 

2. For the activities below, indicate which ones you did during the past year. 

(Response choices include but are not limited to: attended a religious service; was 

bored in class; participated in organized demonstrations; smoked cigarettes; drank 

beer; felt overwhelmed by all I had to do; felt depressed; and performed volunteer 

work.) 

3. Rate yourself on each of the following traits as compared with the average person 

your age. (Response choices include but are not limited to: academic ability; 

artistic ability; compassion; courage; drive to achieve; generosity; and time 

management). 

4. During your last year in high school, how much time did you spend during a 

typical week doing the following activities? (Response choices include but are not 

limited to: studying/homework; socializing with friends; talking with teachers 

outside of class; exercise or sports; and partying.) 

5. Please indicate the importance to you personally of each of the following. 

(Response choices include but are not limited to: becoming an authority in my 

field; influencing the political structure; raising a family; being very well off 

financially; helping to promote racial understanding; and working to find a cure to 

a health problem.) 
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The questions summarized above hold potential to address research questions which are 

related to other theoretical constructs outside the scope of this study. However, 

researchers who are interested in other aspects of college choice behaviors may find the 

CIRP data useful. 

 Future research should build upon the investigation of the factors that influence 

specific institutional enrollment decisions of academically talented students. One 

possibility is to explore behavioral and personality characteristics of these bright students 

in relation to their choice of college. It would also be interesting to build a study that 

investigates self-perceptions of high achieving students, and how those self-perceptions 

impact their matriculation decisions. 

 

Implications for Practice 

 The phenomenon of choosing a college continues to attract the attention of 

scholars. Consequently, the results of college choice studies are of particular interest to 

college and university administrators tasked with shaping the profile of their entering 

freshman classes. There is pressure on public institutions in particular to maintain broad 

access policies; but these pressures are often in conflict with some colleges’ and 

universities’ desires to restrict access to high-achieving students in order to improve 

academic reputation and rankings. Because of the attention given to academic reputation, 

the recruitment of high achieving students continues to be a challenge for national 

universities that consistently find themselves in the third or fourth tier according to the 

rankings of USNWR’s annual edition of Best Colleges.  
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The existing literature on the subject of college choice and high achieving 

students demonstrates that high achieving students differ from the general student 

population as far as the manner in which they approach the college choice process and 

the factors that are most important to them (Bradshaw, Espinosa & Hausman, 2001). 

There is also some agreement within the literature on college choice that the criterion that 

typically grabs the top spot is college quality (Chapman & Jackson, 1987). The literature 

has been limited in providing a broad and comprehensive understanding of the college 

choice decisions of high-ability students who choose to attend lower-tiered institutions. 

The present study addressed these gaps within the literature. The results of this study 

should be of particular interest to lower-tiered universities.  

Because student selectivity is one of the few indicators considered among the 

ranking criteria over which institutions have some amount of control, the universities that 

have made prestige a priority have made strategic changes to their admissions criteria. 

Some colleges and universities have adjusted and improved their recruitment and 

enrollment procedures by incorporating strategies related to financial aid and early 

admission. Public universities, which historically have a reputation for access and open 

admission, are now turning away a larger and larger proportion of their applicants in the 

name of increased quality. 

The results of this study should bring encouragement to enrollment management 

professionals at lower-tiered universities, as the strongest predictors of college choice are 

factors within the control of the institutions. The four institutional variables of financial 

aid awards, media rankings, academic reputation, and college costs, were respectively 

found to account for the strongest levels of variability within the regression model. 
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Although ten other variables associated with student characteristics, family 

characteristics, and the influence of others were significant enough to enter the model, the 

four variables associated with institutional characteristics rose to the top. The implication 

of this finding is that colleges and universities may attract more high achieving students if 

they can offer attractive financial aid packages and keep the costs of attendance 

competitive with other national research universities. A final strategy would be to 

increase outreach efforts to high school counselors and teachers, as they may serve as an 

advocate for the institution. 

 

Limitations 

Although the results of this study have shed some light on the differences among 

high achieving students who choose to attend colleges categorized in various tier levels, 

there are some limitations of the study that should be acknowledged when interpreting 

the data and drawing conclusions with the findings. 

First, the disparity of the number of cases per tier group limits the extent to which 

conclusions can be drawn. As expected, due to the large proportion of participating Tier 

One institutions in the 2004 Freshman Survey, there was a large disparity in the number 

of eligible respondents among tier groups. In addition, the proportion of students who 

met the standardized test score criteria noticeably decreased with each change in tier 

group. The resulting dataset for the study included responses from 6,889 students. 

Seventy-seven percent (n=5,335) of the respondents were from Tier One institutions, 

compared to 16.7% (n=1,149) from Tier Two, 4.7% (n=324) from Tier Three, and 1.2% 

(n=81) from Tier Four institutions. With the constraints that were placed on the eligible 
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sample, such as distance from home and attendance at the students’ first choice school, it 

is not surprising to yield 81 cases from the 14 participating Tier Four institutions. 

A second limitation to the findings of this study is the amount of missing data for 

some of the independent variables, particularly related to the variable of family income. 

Relative to the response rate obtained from the sample for other independent variables, 

the response rate from students regarding family income was noticeably low. Nearly one 

of ten (n=656, 9.5%) students in the sample failed to respond to the question in the 2004 

Freshman Survey regarding family income. The relatively large number of missing data 

may limit analyses and conclusions regarding family income and its relationship with the 

tier level of university that a student chooses to attend. 

 

Conclusion 

Studies that have investigated college choice factors for high-achieving students 

repeatedly cite academic reputation as one of the top indicators of choice. These results 

fail to provide an indication as to why some high-achieving students choose to attend 

universities with a less prestigious reputation than the more highly prestigious options 

available to them. An exploration of the factors related to the individual characteristics 

and institutional preferences of high ability students who choose to enroll in a non-

selective university is not only an interesting research question but also an issue of 

relevance to state policymakers and college administrators. The present study adds to the 

body of literature related to college choice by exploring differences between high 

achieving students who attend higher-tiered universities and high achieving students who 

attend lower-tiered universities. 
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The three-stage choice model developed by Hossler and Gallagher (1987) was the 

basis for this study.  Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) model outlines three stages of the 

college choice process: 

1.  Predisposition: students’ decisions/aspirations to enroll in postsecondary 

education. 

2. Search: the process of considering types of institutions to which to apply. 

3. Choice: the selection of an institution to attend. 

Results of the current study indicate that for high achieving students the second stage in 

the model has more influence than the first stage in predicting the outcome of college 

choice. The four variables associated with institutional characteristics were found, 

through both correlation and regression analyses, to be more significant predictors of 

college choice than any of the other variables that were included as part of this study. 

This finding is significant as Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) model has not been applied 

specifically to the matriculation phenomenon for high achieving students interested in 

attending national research universities.  

The results of this study support the existing research that asserts that academic 

reputation is an important factor of matriculation for high achieving students. The 

majority of students in the sample, in all tier groups, indicated that academic reputation of 

the students’ college of choice was a very important factor in their decision to attend; 

however, students enrolled at the higher-tiered institutions most frequently indicated that 

academic reputation was very important. The regression analysis confirmed a significant 

relationship between a student’s attitude toward the importance of academic reputation 

and the tier level of his first choice college. Specifically, the results of the study indicated 
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a significant relationship between students who considered academic reputation to be 

very important and students who attended higher-tiered (i.e. Tier One or Two) 

universities. 

In addition to gathering information regarding academic reputation, the study also 

collected student responses regarding the importance of media rankings in their 

matriculation decisions. Researchers that have studied the influence of media rankings on 

matriculation have concluded that students are most likely to find them important if they 

are of traditional college age, from middle income families, and are planning to attend a 

school outside of their region (Goenner and Snaith, 2004; Hossler and Foley, 1995). The 

results of the study indicated a significant relationship between students who considered 

placement in the rankings to be very important and students who attended higher-tiered 

(i.e. Tier One or Two) universities.  

This study found the availability of financial aid to be the most important factor in 

predicting whether students will attend a higher-tiered or lower-tiered university. 

Students who consider the availability of financial aid to be very important tend to attend 

lower-tiered universities. The importance of financial aid accounted for over five times 

the variability of the importance of college costs. Therefore, although college costs and 

academic reputation were found to be significant predictors of the tier level of university 

attended, they were of secondary importance compared with the attention to financial aid 

awards by high achieving students. 

This study affirms the results of previous studies on college choice, but fills a gap 

in understanding the matriculation decisions of high achieving college-bound students. 

There is some agreement among scholars that, while the availability of financial aid is 
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considered important by most college-bound students, the impact of cost and financial aid 

decrease as students’ income level and academic ability increase and that this financial 

gap often discourages or prohibits low-income students from attending higher-tiered 

institutions, even when controlling for academic ability.  
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Appendix A - 2004 CIRP Freshman Survey (cont). 
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Appendix A - 2004 CIRP Freshman Survey (cont). 
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Appendix A - 2004 CIRP Freshman Survey (cont). 
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Appendix B: CIRP Freshman Survey: Reliability and Validity 
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Appendix B: CIRP Freshman Survey: Reliability and Validity (cont.) 
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Appendix B: CIRP Freshman Survey: Reliability and Validity (cont.) 
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Appendix B: CIRP Freshman Survey: Reliability and Validity (cont.) 
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Appendix C - National Universities participating in the 2004 Freshman Surveya 

 

aUniversities participating in the CIRP according to the Higher Education Research Institute website, 
accessed March 30, 2008, from http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/PDFs/vdeck.pdf. 
bThe tier assigned to each institution is based upon the 2003 Best Colleges edition by U.S. News & World 
Report. 

Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3 Tier 4 

Boston College American University Duquesne University Adelphi University 
Brandeis University Baylor University Hofstra University Biola University 

Brown University 
Catholic University of 
America Indiana U of Pennsylvania Cleveland State University 

California Inst of Tech Clarkson University Mississippi State University Georgia State University 
Carnegie-Mellon Univ Colorado State University Northeastern University Idaho State University 
Case Western Reserve U Florida State University Oklahoma State U North Dakota State Univ 

Cornell University Fordham University Oregon State University 
Northern Arizona 
University 

Duke University Iowa State University Saint John's Univ-Queens Oakland University 

Emory University Loyola University of Chicago 
South Dakota State 
University Texas A&M Univ-Kingsville 

Georgia Inst of Tech Marquette University Southern Illinois Univ Texas Woman's University 

Johns Hopkins University Miami University Texas Tech University 
Univ of Arkansas-Little 
Rock 

Massachusetts Inst of 
Tech Michigan Tech University Univof Arkansas-Fayetteville 

Univ of Louisiana at 
Lafayette 

New York University Ohio State University University of Idaho Univ of Mass-Boston 
Northwestern University Purdue University University of Illinois-Chicago University of Toledo 
Rensselaer Polytechnic 
Inst Rutgers U-New Brunswick University of New Mexico   
Rice University Rutgers University-Newark University of North Dakota   

Tulane University Seton Hall University 
Univ of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee   

Univ of California-Davis 
Southern Methodist 
University Utah State University   

Univ of California-Irvine SUNY-Binghamton Wayne State University   
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