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Chapter One — Introduction 

Introduction 

High school students and their families seek information during the senior year 

that helps shape their decisions concerning postsecondary plans.  When there is a lack of 

access to information and resources, the result can negatively impact student 

postsecondary opportunities and outcomes (Ceja, 2006; Gast, 2016; Farmer-Hinton, 

2008; Gonzalez, Stoner, & Jovel, 2003; Holland, 2019; Jack, 2019; Oakes, 2005; 

Roderick, Coca, & Nagaoka, 2011; Stanton-Salazar, 2010; Vargas, 2004).  Within the 

context of education, social capital is one theoretical framework that helps to illustrate 

how students experience open or closed postsecondary pathways (Coleman, 1988; 

Holland, 2019; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Lin, 2001; Stanton-Salazar, 2010; Stanton-Salazar 

& Dornbusch, 1995).  Social capital includes resources that exist within networks of 

people and relationships among people.  It is the presence or absence of these resources 

that can influence the postsecondary decision for high school students (Holland & 

Farmer-Hinton, 2009; Roderick et al., 2011).  There are many steps in this process that 

should be explored carefully in order for students to arrive at the best decision.  

Identifying the best fit and best match postsecondary option requires time, information, 

options, student self-awareness, and resources (Iloh, 2018).  This is a period in the pre-

adult life when the answers are not spelled out or readily known.  For many seniors, the 

final year of school is filled with a variety of emotions, ranging from excitement to 

apprehension (Holland, 2019; Jack, 2019; McDonough, 1997).  One component of that 

uneasiness is a fear of the unknown while trying to navigate previously uncharted waters.  

Some students determine early in their high school careers which path they will pursue 
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upon graduation.  Yet for others, this postsecondary decision is unclear even up to as late 

as the second semester of the senior year.  Enrollment in a two or four-year college/ 

university or community college; enlistment in a branch of the military; and employment 

in the work force are the primary choices available to students.  To assume that a certain 

percentage of high school students will explore a specific postsecondary pathway is as 

arbitrary as assuming that college is the only viable postsecondary option.  As Coleman 

(1988) noted, “It is one thing to take as a given that…a rising freshmen class will not 

attend college [but] to assign a particular child to a curriculum…closes off for that child 

the opportunity to attend college” (as cited in Kahlenberg, 2001, p. 76).  Students who are 

able to access dense forms of social capital experience more exposure to better life 

options, opportunities, and overall guidance (Granger & Noguera, 2015).  Their access 

includes capital both inside of and outside of the high school setting.        

The purpose of this study was to qualitatively investigate and evaluate the ways in 

which students make postsecondary decisions when levels of social capital vary.  Social 

capital is a theoretical concept; however, it is also a pragmatic means of equipping 

students with the tools essential for plodding their way along the postsecondary-decision 

road map.  As such, it is defined as resources appropriable from social relations that can 

contribute to a successful educational outcome, positive influence on societal 

circumstances, and community reform among other aspects after taking into account the 

efforts of individual students and their socioeconomic backgrounds (Coleman, 1988; 

Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Goddard, 2003; Holland, 2010; Holland, 2019; Hossler, Schmit, & 

Vesper, 1987; Smith, 1995; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Stanton-Salazar, 2011; Stanton-

Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995; Teachman, Paasch, & Carver, 1997; Valenzuela & 
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Dornbusch, 1994; Zhou & Bankston, 1994).   High school faculty and administration 

have focused the bulk of their postsecondary guidance efforts on funneling students 

toward ivy towers across America (Stockdill & Danico, 2012).  They create college-

going cultures; plan campus tours and visits with college admissions representatives; and 

administer college admissions assessments such as the ACT, SAT, and exams specific to 

community college entrance including the Accuplacer, a College Board assessment tool 

(Holland, 2015; Holland, 2010; McDonough, 2005; Plank & Jordan, 2001).  On occasion, 

students are able to meet with recruiters representing branches of the armed forces. 

Rarely are students able to meet with employers who seek to place recent high school 

graduates in vacant positions and internships.  

In the early 2000s, schools and school districts were primarily focused on making 

adequate yearly progress across the curriculum (Editorial Projects in Educational 

Research Center, 2011).  Missouri’s Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

expanded that focus with their state-wide school improvement plan (Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education, 2015).  Now upon the inception of its 6th iteration, 

schools garner data points based on the following performance indicators: Academic 

Achievement; Subgroup Achievement; College and Career Readiness; Attendance Rate; 

and Graduation Rate.  One key aspect in ensuring that high school students are prepared 

for the rigors of college and career work is exposure to the information and resources that 

will assist them in selecting a college or career pathway.  High schools place much 

emphasis on the celebratory aspects of college acceptance by hosting school-wide college 

signing days and decision days, with little recognition for students who make the decision 

to employ or enlist (Warren, 2017).  From this view, college enrollment is the sole 
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postsecondary trajectory, despite the existence of additional postsecondary pathway 

trajectories.     

With so many options available, it is often difficult for students to determine 

which path is the best one to pursue.  Studies have shown that students from urban school 

settings lack extensive social capital networks due to fewer resources available at their 

schools, as well as being raised in families where previous generations have not 

matriculated to college (Choy, Horn, Nunez, & Chen, 2000; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; 

Gonzalez, et al. 2003; Holcomb-McCoy, 2011; Noeth & Wimberly, 2002; Stanton-

Salazar, 1997; Stanton-Salazar, 2004; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995).   

Socioeconomic background has the potential to positively or negatively impact students’ 

educational experiences, postsecondary aspirations and access to pathways, cultural 

capital, peer networks, organizational ties, and trust (Hossler & Stage,1992; Stanton-

Salazar, 1997; Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Gonzalez et al., 2003; Corwin, Venegas, Oliverez, 

& Colyar, 2004; McDonough, 2005; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Holland, 2010; Holland, 

2019).  Further, schools in low income, resource-insecure neighborhoods also tend to 

lack networks inclusive of role models who attained college degrees (Farmer-Hinton, 

2008).  This weakened access to social capital concerning postsecondary planning is not 

endemic to educational settings marked by poverty and high minority enrollment.  

Similar narratives can be found in suburban high schools with heterogeneous 

demographic metrics, such as suburban students who are also first-generation college 

goers (Hill, 2008; Holland, 2019). 

Research into the relationship that exists between social capital and the 

postsecondary decision-making process has largely focused on student access to and 
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interaction with their parents and guidance counselor (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Corwin 

et al., 2004; McDonough, 2005a; 2005b; Perna & Titus, 2005; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; 

Stanton-Salazar, 2004; Stanton-Salazar, 2010; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995; 

Tierney, 2002; Tierney & Auerbach, 2005).   

Few studies have considered additional factors such as social capital extra-group ties (the 

community and intergenerational social capital—networks that exist among students and 

adults) and their impact on the postsecondary decision (Bourdieu, 1973; Coleman, 1987; 

Putnam, 2000; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Holland, 2019).  Extra group ties as defined by 

Granovetter (1973) are connections and associations that occur less frequently, with less 

intensity, and with lower levels of reciprocity.  The concept will be discussed in greater 

depth in the Chapter Two review of literature.  While this research has unearthed 

important associations between students and the school system (though loose they may 

be) such as immersion in a college-going culture, peer-to-peer networks, occasional 

postsecondary-planning meetings with guidance counselors, participation in college and 

career activities (college fairs, financial aid workshops, and common application 

sessions), it ignores the necessity for additional information sharing, networks, and 

resources and the impact that a lack thereof can potentially have on decision making.  

Further, the extant literature persists in its underdevelopment of addressing the widening 

chasm between student knowledge gaps and the actions necessary to make informed 

postsecondary decisions.  Where schools bar access to social capital and families lack 

forms of social capital, other adults such as neighbors, non-familial kin, and peers’ 

parents can allocate their information and networks to narrow the divide (Stanton-

Salazar, 2011; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000).   
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Making serious choices about the future and careers is not an easy task for the 

average high school student and when coupled with a barrage of trajectories from which 

to choose, the process can become even more daunting.  To allay this pervasive sense of 

uncertainty, many students seek the guidance of parents, professional school counselors, 

siblings, and even peers.  Other students, however, are forced to plot the course without 

having the information channels, networks, and resources available to their previously 

mentioned peers (Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Holland, 2010; Holland, 2015; Stanton-Salazar, 

2011).  Holland (2015) concluded that students are in vulnerable positions because they 

cannot consistently depend on their parents for college-going guidance when applying to 

colleges.  It is in this way that social capital (or lack thereof) impacts their postsecondary 

decision-making process.  The resulting outcomes may be positive, negative, or a 

combination of both.   

Johnson City High School is one school in Missouri that recognizes the 

importance of college-going advisement and in response, plans, advertises, and engages 

in some college preparatory activities as noted earlier.  These actions are well 

intentioned; yet, are not intentionally or consistently targeted to reach all students 

regardless of race, gender, socioeconomic background, or academic track.  Sometimes, 

these actions are woven into the school’s curricula and culture.  Other times, some 

students are able to gain much needed access and information, while other students are 

not.  On the surface, it seems that students who actively seek advisement get it, leaving 

behind their peers who are less direct in their efforts to prepare for the next steps beyond 

high school. 
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This study considered the impact of disparities in social capital on the 

postsecondary decision-making processes of high school seniors from differing academic 

tracks.  While some students have access to high levels of social capital, others do not.  

The Haves, as will be more closely examined in subsequent chapters, include White and 

African American students coming from median to wealthy socioeconomic backgrounds 

born to college educated parents and who are placed in regular or gifted education 

programs.  In some cases, college has been a family norm for generations.  The Have 

Nots are often White, African American, and Hispanic students from lower income 

backgrounds who are first-generation college students and quite frequently, enlist in the 

military or employ immediately following high school graduation as a result of having 

few options from which to choose after experiencing poor access to postsecondary 

planning information, social capital, and rigorous academic offerings.   Have nots can be 

placed in regular academic tracks, but more often have IEPs and receive special 

education services.  Yet, regardless of the level of social capital, all must ultimately make 

decisions concerning plans beyond high school.   

 The research from this study is distinctive in that it investigated the lived 

experiences of high school seniors representing a cross-section of race, gender, class, and 

academic track in a public, middle-class high school setting and their selection of a 

postsecondary trajectory, not solely college.  Parent voices were also included in this 

exploration so that their postsecondary planning and advisement needs and knowledge 

gaps could be captured and included in suggested reform efforts.   Previous educational 

researchers and scholars primarily investigated dynamics including: low socioeconomic 

backgrounds; elite academic settings; urban charter schools; immigrant student 
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populations (Latinx and Asian); and private Catholic schools (see, for example: Coleman 

& Hoffer, 1987; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Gonzalez, Stone & Jovel, 2003; Kao, 2004; 

Noguera, 2003; Perna, 2000; Peshkin, 2001; Ogbu, 1991; Stanton-Salazar, 1994; 1997; 

Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995; Zhou & Bankston, 1994).  Each of these studies 

examined the college search process.  Little attention was given to student narratives in 

middle-class America in the Midwest paired with exploration of choosing a 

postsecondary pathway—college, military, or career.  To further illustrate the impact on 

individual educational outcomes, this study explored how disparities in social capital 

influence the postsecondary decision-making process.  It is for this reason that this study 

will be of benefit to school communities, communities at large, and state and national 

policy makers.   

Statement of the Problem   

 The American educational system is comprised of degreed and certificated staff 

who are knowledgeable about various post-secondary pathways.  As agents and 

advocates for high school students, they are charged with providing essential guidance 

and support for seniors as they choose between enrollment, enlistment, and employment.  

Despite the collective depth of knowledge that high school faculty and administration 

possess, some students and families report that their gaps in knowledge and information 

are sometimes addressed, while other students and their families experience a lack of 

access to the same knowledge and information (Ceja, 2006; Croninger & Lee, 2001; 

Holland, 2019; Perna & Titus, 2005; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995).  This 

unevenness has negatively impacted vulnerable populations including first generation 

college goers, minority students, students from low-income backgrounds, and other 
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marginalized populations because these student groups lack the social, human, and 

cultural capital necessary to inform their best fit postsecondary trajectory (Farmer-

Hinton, 2008; Gonzalez, et al., 2003; Stanton-Salazar, 2004; Stanton-Salazar & 

Dornbusch, 1995).  Possible causes of this inequality lie in the unintentional and 

intentional institutional neglect, barriers to access, academic tracking, and ineffective 

school structures to which students are exposed (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Hossler et al, 

1999; McDonough, 1997, 1999; Perna, 2006).  Making postsecondary decision making 

and planning information and resources available to all students could be done more 

effectively and proportionately by dispatching these forms of capital across the high 

school setting.  Accessing faculty-based social capital is one critical leverage point that 

could accomplish this goal (Gonzalez, Stoner, & Jovel, 2001; Stanton-Salazar, 2011).  

Focused faculty advisement and guidance paired with familial and postsecondary social 

capital can serve to close knowledge and access gaps for all students, regardless of race, 

socioeconomic background, and academic track.  That schools are unequally resourced 

and thus unequally able to provide support to students creates stratified systems where 

students unevenly benefit from relationships, tools, networks, and connections (Gonzalez, 

Stoner, & Jovel, 2011; Oakes, 1985).  A qualitative investigation of this issue could yield 

very telling narratives that would prove useful in creating more rich and sustainable 

social capital that results in equal postsecondary decision-making experiences for all 

students and families.  Generally, schools function as the great equalizer whose goal it is 

to provide equal opportunities to all learners.  The reality is that terms such as “all” and 

“equal” remain elusive in the plight to provide access and prospect to every child.   
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Purpose of the Study 

The public education system has a responsibility to its students, parents, and 

community to ensure that all students are well prepared to contribute to a global society.  

Part of that preparation involves assisting students as they prepare for postsecondary 

trajectories.  This is a function that is typically fulfilled within the high school guidance 

department; however, the research shows that guidance counselors simply cannot 

effectively manage their caseload, while assisting graduating seniors with their 

exploration and initiation into postsecondary trajectories (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; 

Corwin et al., 2004; Farmer-Hinton & McCullough, 2008; McDonough, 2005).  Further 

compounding this issue are student feelings of lack of connection to staff, translating to 

fewer opportunities for interaction with staff and differently sorted peers (Gibson, 

Gandara, & Peterson-Koyama, 2004).  For these reasons, the study will identify those 

areas with the greatest gaps in social capital, informing administrators and policy makers 

whose responsibility it is to devise school-based initiatives and resources to assist high 

school seniors (and high school students in general) with making better informed 

postsecondary decisions.  

The purpose of this study was to qualitatively investigate and explore the ways in 

which students make postsecondary decisions when levels of social capital vary.  Social 

capital includes information sharing, networks, and resources. It is these types of 

resources that allow students to make informed decisions regarding postsecondary 

trajectories, college choice, and career pathways—their futures (Farmer-Hinton, 2008; 

Holland, 2019; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006; Stanton-Salazar, 2011; Stanton-Salazar 

& Dornbusch, 1995).  Qualitative analysis will afford school administrators, the 
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community, and policymakers the opportunity to evaluate the real impact of social capital 

on the postsecondary decision-making process.  The research from this study differed 

from other empirical investigations in that it evaluated narratives representative of a 

diverse sample of students and families from a middle-class high school setting.  

Academic track and postsecondary trajectory were additional classifications that the 

researcher used to add to the depth of the participant perspectives.  By capturing the 

varied perspectives of students and parents who span various socioeconomic backgrounds 

and levels of education, this study explored the role of social capital as purposeful 

decisions were to be made.   

One decade ago, Johnson City High School boasted pride in sending many 

students to college, some to the military, and few straight to the work force.  In their 

view, they were doing an effective job providing postsecondary advisement even if it 

meant just one or two 15-minute meetings with each student in the space of the senior 

year.  From the school’s lens, the possibility of more guidance and information was there, 

but the onus was on the student to seek it out.  In instances where a student did not 

aggressively seek more and greater access, guidance counselors were required to do just 

one postsecondary exploration session which by design was more of a perfunctory, 

scripted check list.  Students and parent study participants from various demographics—

Black, White, Hispanic, AP (Advanced Placement courses) track, SPED track, regular 

education track, low income, median income, college-education, non-college educated—

reported needing information, resources, and membership in circles that would afford 

them appropriate guidance.  Johnson City’s response came in the form of two college 

campus tours for select students meeting specific criteria, a metal file cabinet with college 
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and military enrollment and enlistment pamphlets, and occasional visits from college 

representatives.  This example illustrates a traditional approach to linking students to 

college which creates systemic barriers for the haves, while facilitating access for the 

have nots (Hill, 2008).  For those families who were intent on pursuing access to 

information and membership in networks, the result was a well-guided postsecondary 

decision-making process which was in stark contrast to the previous example.  On the 

other hand, students who did not actively demand that the school support them in their 

postsecondary planning efforts received little support.   

On the surface, it appeared that Johnson City High School was content to simply 

graduate its students from high school with no objectified concerns about their 

postsecondary matriculation, completion, or overall success.  As a faculty member at this 

high school, the researcher was afforded a unique vantage point through which to view 

the problem being investigated based upon her interactions with students, family, and 

colleagues and contributed to the anecdotal data shared in Chapter Four (see the 

researcher positionality statement in Chapter Three concerning how her 10-year 

accumulation in the building led to the experiential knowledge that informed the design 

of this study).  Adding to this investigation is an exploration of the ways in which 

familial social capital is strengthened and augmented by school social capital enabling 

students to achieve certain ends that would not otherwise be possible.  Finally, the study 

explores the impact of the school system in the development and sustenance of social 

capital and how it works to foster a positive, supportive, and nurturing environment that 

encourages informed postsecondary decision-making for high school seniors from 

differing academic tracks.   
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My hope is that this study will provide an understanding of the interconnectedness 

of the home and school and how it can serve to benefit students as they progress through 

high school and make decisions concerning postsecondary trajectories.  Future students 

and parents of the Midwestern suburban high school in this study would benefit from the 

results derived from this research in that the school serves a population with varying 

amounts of social capital and the decision-making processes that determine 

postsecondary trajectories are equally varied.  Approximately 66% of the 2007 

graduating class chose postsecondary education in the form of two-year and four-year 

colleges and universities, while the remainder of the class, 30%, was divided among 

additional postsecondary trajectories such as the military, the work force, or vocational 

training programs.  According to core data statistics from the state's department of 

education website reported an increase in the graduation rate from 84% in 2007 to 89% in 

2008 (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2008).  With this 

increase comes the opportunity for more graduates of the school district in this study to 

choose an educational trajectory.  In an effort to ensure that all children are prepared for 

the future, the District and the Midwestern suburban high school have a responsibility to 

provide resources and information that will assist students and their families in making 

educated, purposeful decisions and to expand access to the information and resources 

necessary to shape those decisions. 

This study was devised to augment the education literature on the impact of social 

capital on the postsecondary decision-making process and to identify those forms of 

social capital that students and parents require in order to make informed postsecondary 

decisions.  The intent was that this research will inform school faculty and administrators, 
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boards of education, and policymakers, inciting them to make substantial and sustainable 

reformations to the forms of social capital that exist within school structures.  The 

research questions sought to identify:  

Research Question 1 (RQ1):  What are the stages of the postsecondary decision-

making process that students perceive they experience?  

Research Question 2 (RQ2):  Who is involved in the decision-making process 

and what role do they play according to student perceptions?  

Research Question 3 (RQ3):  What types of resources and information do 

students and their families report that they sought?  

Research Question 4 (RQ4):  What information do students and families share 

that they apply to decision-making?   

It is plausible to suggest that students who have greater access to social capital make 

more informed, intentional decisions with regard to postsecondary trajectories than do 

their peers who are unable to access rich social capital networks.  As schools serve to 

function as brokers and agents, they should exist to serve all in their charge.  A 

qualitative exploration will serve to understand how families apply information and 

membership in networks to shape the postsecondary decision-making process. 

Limitations of the Study 

In conducting research of any sort, there is always the possibility of limiting 

conditions.  As was the case with this study, there were elements and factors beyond the 

researcher’s control which could potentially impact the results.  Both qualitative and 

quantitative studies that centered on postsecondary planning through a social capital 

framework were available at the time of this study; however, the researcher elected to 
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examine the connection between high school seniors’ access to social capital and the 

ways in which it impacts the postsecondary decision-making process through the 

narrative lens.  Primarily based on James Coleman’s (1988) social capital framework, this 

study explored a suburban Missouri secondary educational institution and to the research 

and development by the primary investigator.  Because the scope of this research was 

intended to capture the varied perspectives of students and families navigating the 

postsecondary decision-making process, it was fundamental to apply an interview 

protocol that would be administered to all subjects in a consistent manner.  In this way, it 

was plausible to assume that differences among subject perspectives as a result of each 

individual’s unique experience.  Employing a social capital framework for analysis 

limited the data that emerged in that certain phenomenon could not be observed due to 

this specific theory.  As an example, associations between student skill set and selection 

of postsecondary institution were impossible to make without analyzing human capital 

capacities which was not a key element in this study. 

In identifying ways in which this research differed from other investigations, the 

researcher selected a high school setting that was not characterized by wide-spread 

poverty, religion, nor elitism.  What distinguishes this study from similar ones is the fact 

this involves just one high school, capturing the perspectives of a heterogeneous mix of 

students and parents, but not the faculty, professional school counselors, or 

administration who support them.  While collecting survey data and generating a 

statistical profile can reveal a detailed investigational picture and demonstrate validity in 

the results, the researcher was more interested in learning about the lived experiences of 

students and parents by conducting qualitative research.  The study sample did not 
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include the entire senior class; however, the sample was representative of the 

demographic make-up of the class based on heterogeneity in race, gender, socioeconomic 

background, academic track, and postsecondary aspirations.  Emergent themes and 

patterns illustrated areas of strength and opportunity that could inform school 

improvement efforts and reformation.  Additionally, the researcher triangulated study 

results via participant feedback discussion in order to seek trustworthiness and establish 

credible outcomes.  Because this research was not an experimental design, there was no 

resulting causal data.  Finally, the documents collected, presentations prepared, and 

research communicated were done solely by this researcher.  

Threats to Internal Validity  

In their discourse on internal validity and study outcomes, Fraenkel, Wallen, and 

Hyun (1993) noted that, “many alternative hypotheses may exist to explain the outcomes 

. . . these alternative outcomes are often referred to as ‘threats to internal validity’” (p. 

221).  To conduct this research, students from differing academic tracks (i.e. advanced 

placement/ college-bound, regular education, and special education) and their parents 

were studied.  In some instances, students who initially expressed interest in study 

participation could not attend the scheduled interview sessions during the data collection 

window, resulting in a loss of that participant’s perspective (mortality).  One expected 

obstacle in working with high school students was the conflict between conducting after-

school interviews and student involvement in extra-curricular activities and jobs—

activities that take place after school.  Additionally, conflicts between the availability of 

parents and the primary investigator also contributed to this threat.  The school in this 

setting is situated in a working-class community which prevented some parents from 
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doing interviews in the afternoon or during the school day as a result of the work 

schedules.   

Another threat of this type emerged as all participants in this study, both student 

and parent subjects, were required to submit consent forms.  While some potential 

participants may have expressed interest in becoming involved in the study, only those 

who actually returned the required paperwork were permitted to become a part of the 

sample.  This affected sample size and subsequently study outcomes as only those 

participants from whom data were extracted became part of the sample and could have 

produced bias in the data.  For example, the study setting is best described as a 

predominantly white institution, with less than 12 percent of the student population 

classified as being in the racial minority (i.e., of African-American, Asian, or Hispanic 

origin).  Based on the returned consent forms, some participants representing various 

racial, socioeconomic, or academic backgrounds were not represented in the 

accompanying narratives and that may have caused the appearance of overrepresentation 

of White, college-bound students or underrepresentation of minorities from all academic 

tracks, as well as underrepresentation of all students in the enlistment and employment 

tracks in the results.  The potential participant pool size was impacted during the 

recruitment phase in that ten more students and four more parents expressed interest in 

the study than the number of subjects that actually became participants.      

Students identified as qualifying for special education services and students 

enrolled in Advanced Placement courses comprised a portion of the study sample.  

Typically, these groups achieve at lower and higher levels, respectively, and thus, may 

respond in ways atypical of the expectation, though there are outliers in each group.  The 
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scope of special education includes students identified as gifted—a distinction of students 

known to achieve at high academic levels.  Conversely, special education students who 

have identified deficiencies in literacy and/ or numeracy may achieve at high levels based 

on ability, skill set capacity, and increased focus in weak areas.  Further, students who 

took AP courses did not always achieve at high levels for various reasons (i.e., poor 

grades on assignments and assessments).  To clarify, just because a student is identified 

as being a SPED student does not necessarily mean that they are of low cognitive ability 

in all academic subjects.  Neither does an academically talented—gifted, student perform 

at high levels in all courses.  Mere labels that distinguish students based on academic 

ability do not necessarily limit their capacity, aspirations, or outcomes.  Another aspect of 

this study may have caused participants to behave in atypical ways.  Some students felt 

that they were not where they should be in the planning process. As a result, the 

adjustment in natural behavioral patterns, known in research as the Hawthorne Effect, 

could have adversely impacted the qualitative outcomes.   

Definition of Terms  

 The researcher found throughout the study that definitions, terms, and acronyms 

were used to describe students’ postsecondary processes, actions, and participations.  

Creswell (2008) noted that investigators should use operational definitions to outline how 

terminologies will be used throughout the study.  Those definitions are described as 

follows: 

Actor: One who takes part in an action; an active participant. 

Change Agent: A person whose presence or thought processes cause a change 

from the traditional way of handling or thinking about a problem.  
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College linking process: The process of planning, application, and decision 

making that culminates in enrollment in college (Hill, 2008). 

Empowerment Agent: Adults who act on the behalf of others in ways that are 

counter to established hierarchical social structures; they facilitate and enable the creation 

of coping mechanisms to overcome institutional barriers and harmful ecological 

situations (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, 2001, 2011; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000). 

Fictive kin: Peers who play a social support role that helps create a culture of 

success (Tierney & Auerbach, 2005). 

Hawthorne Effect: Increased attention and recognition of subjects that creates a 

threat to internal validity (Creswell, 2002). 

Intergenerational Social Capital: Resources, networks, and information  

channels that are transmitted between/ among parents and transmitted to their children/ 

children’s friends (Granovetter, 1973). 

 Institutional Agents:  High-status, non-kin agents who occupy one or more 

hierarchical positions in stratification systems; actors who are well-positioned to provide 

key forms of social and institutional support; individuals who operate the gears of social 

stratification and societal inequality (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, 2001, 2004, 2011; Stanton-

Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). 

Institutional Neglect:  Experiences of exclusion in schooling which create 

stratification and marginalization (Gonzalez, Stoner & Jovel, 2003). 

Postsecondary education: Attendance at a two- or four-year college, vocational  

technical school, or trade school marked by admission and enrollment after the 

completion of high school. 
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 Protective Agents:  Family and community-based networks inclusive of parents, 

grandparents, other relatives, neighbors, and prosocial peers (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). 

Social Capital: Broadly, social capital concerns the norms and values people hold 

that result in, and are the result of, collective and socially negotiated ties and 

relationships.  This includes resources, information channels, and networks (Coleman, 

1988). 

Summary 

 Making choices concerning next steps beyond high school has been an inevitable 

action since the inception of the secondary school system in the United 

States.  Postsecondary options have operated as sorting mechanisms in the past as 

evidenced by military enlistment patterns during world wars and other times of social 

unrest; college enrollment trends based on gender and wealth; and employment patterns 

based on economic needs.  When this study was conducted, American high schools 

focused their efforts on notions of college for all and ensuring that high school graduation 

rates remained high (Carnevale, 2008).  In its oversight of high schools, the state board of 

education included measures for assessing college and career readiness growth in their 

annual report; yet, failed to highlight the connection between decision-making knowledge 

and postsecondary trajectory fit (DESE, 2009).  This gap in student knowledge and 

preparedness could be effectively remedied by allowing all students and families access 

to rich forms of social capital because every faculty member within a school attended and 

completed college, has worked outside of a school setting prior to becoming an educator, 

or has served in the military.  In some instances, there are faculty members who have 

done all of these.  The reality is that high schools are abundant with this invaluable 
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resource; however, the distribution of such is not equal across student 

populations.  Institutional neglect in the form of unmanageable student caseloads, 

organizational brokering, and lack of currency and consistency in knowledge around 

enrollment, enlistment, and employment practices have created and perpetuated a system 

of the haves and have nots within the high school setting (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, 2001, 

2004, 2011; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995).  While this neglect is unintentional in 

some aspects, yet intentional in others, the outcome has far-reaching and life-changing 

effects for students.   

 The purpose of this research was to capture narrative perspectives of a 

heterogeneous mix of students and families in a suburban Midwest community 

concerning postsecondary planning guidance, information, and support.  Designed to 

understand how to best support students and families with the postsecondary decision-

making process, this research was intended to close knowledge gaps, identify forms of 

participation, and effectively utilize the collective social capital that exists within the 

school community.   

Chapter Two illuminates educational settings in the United States. and their 

effectiveness as conduits for sharing resources and information, while creating a vast 

network for the students and families they serve.  It unearths those areas of greatest need 

that students experience during the postsecondary search process.  This chapter 

synthesizes and analyzes the seminal and empirical literatures available concerning social 

capital and the role that it plays in academic settings at the high school level.  The 

literature also includes details about the postsecondary search process, the role of school 

structures in postsecondary decision-making, and the role that trust and tracking play in 
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creating equity for students.  Chapter Three discusses the study methodology; Chapter 

Four shares the results from both student and parent vantage points, and Chapter Five 

discusses the results, implications, and recommendations for future studies. 
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Chapter Two — Review of Literature 

Background 

High school is the time when final preparations are made prior to embarking on 

postsecondary opportunities—two or four-year colleges/ universities, the military, 

vocational training programs, or the work force.  In making choices about which 

trajectory to pursue, students utilize various tools to assist them in this process.  These 

decisions become based on access, information, and networks—forms of social capital 

(Coleman, 1996).  Yet, students in a high school setting can have very different 

experiences concerning academics and making plans for their futures (Cabrera & LaNasa, 

2000; Coleman, 1988; Gast, 2016; Goddard, 2003; Gonzales, 2010; Gonzales, Stoner, & 

Jovel, 2001; Holland, 2019; Holland & Farmer-Hinton 2009; Maier, Daniels, Oakes, & 

Lam, 2017; Oakes, 1985; Robinson, 2016; Stanton-Salazar, 2010; Stanton-Salazar & 

Dornbusch, 1995).  This trend happens for a variety of reasons, chiefly staff motivations 

and actions and how students figure into this scheme (Stanton-Salazar, 2010).   

Formally, administration and staff develop and implement systems for dividing 

resources and opportunities among the student body.  These allocations take into 

consideration equity measures such as race, socioeconomic background, and academic 

ability.  At times, staff work through a series of thinly veiled attempts to do what is best 

for all students while launching complaints about being expected to expend the same high 

levels of effort to support the have nots as they do for the haves, and in particular, those 

students they deem worthy of the extra attention (Stanton-Salazar, 2010).  For example, a 

high-achieving African American student who is from a low-income household could be 

extended the opportunity to attend a weekend college visit at a small, private school 
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known for meeting 100% of the cost to attend college.  Other examples are the case 

where students who meet specific academic criteria are offered applications to take the 

PSAT as a precursor to qualifying for the National Merit Scholarship or scores within a 

specific range on the ASVAB are afforded opportunities to enlist in the Armed Forces.   

Informally, staff and students interact in ways that are predicated on relationships, 

network membership, or connections (Coleman, 1988; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Stanton-

Salazar, 2010; Gast, 2016; Jack, 2019).  In these less formal processes, a staff member 

who has worked with a student and feels that s/he demonstrates potential may work 

around more formal structures to create or open up opportunities for them.  To illustrate, 

consider the case where an English teacher is also a volleyball coach who sees athletic 

promise in one of her players.  Even though this student’s English abilities may not be on 

par with AP-level course work, the volleyball coach talks to her colleague who teaches 

AP English, convincing her to approve of the student enrolling in the course because the 

class will look attractive on the student’s transcript when college coaches begin their 

recruitment and selection process.  Another example is a school administrator who 

contacts a military recruiter on behalf of a student who has expressed interest in enlisting 

in the Marines, but who missed the mandatory military club meeting.  These examples 

are shared herein to illustrate actual experiences that the researcher encountered during 

her years as a high school classroom instructor and school administrator. Stanton-Salazar 

(2010) suggested that administration and faculty should focus on widening the pipeline 

by changing the environment of schools, rather than merely widening the pipeline.  

Regardless of whether a student is ranked within the top 10% of their graduating class, 

has assumed an active role in initiating the postsecondary decision-making process, or 
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comes from a marginalized or underrepresented background, resources should be 

equitably and fairly distributed among the student population through systems and 

structures that assist all students in making informed, intentional decisions about their 

futures.   

Despite the need to create more equity among all student groups, there are 

specialized student groups with unique needs that require considerations endemic to this 

group.  Not to be confused, equity and equality are separate constructs that operate to 

achieve fairness (Blankstein, Noguera, & Kelly, 2015).  Equity is providing to everyone 

whatever is needed to achieve success; conversely, equality is treating everyone the same 

including allocating the same distribution of resources.  To illustrate, equity is 

administering the ACT free of charge to all students in a school as a means of ensuring 

that historically underrepresented student populations have access to postsecondary 

education.  Latinx students, students from undocumented families, students whom are the 

first in their families to enroll in college (also known as first generation students), and 

students in situations with constraints such those who lack access to their parent’s income 

tax returns belong to this category because of the attention, time, and careful handling 

that they require.  To ignore their unique circumstances is both unfair and inappropriate 

given the charge of school faculty which is to ensure the success of every student and to 

do so from a place of equity.  In instances where such students are left to their own 

devices without appropriate guidance and counsel from faculty the results include 

knowledge gaps, misinformation, missed opportunities, and stratification (Cabrera & 

LaNasa, 2000; Farmer-Hinton & Rifelj, 2018; Holland & Farmer-Hinton, 2009; Gast, 

2016; Holland, 2019; Roderick et al., 2011; Stanton-Salazar, 2010).  As an illustration, 
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during the researcher’s years as a teacher, she observed that these students are at a higher 

risk of falling into situations where they sign for private student loans at usurious interest 

rates, enroll in for-profit institutions which have been known to close without warning or 

recourse for lost tuition paid or assistance in applying to another institution, delay 

pursuing the postsecondary pathway of their choice as a result of not knowing all of the 

parts of the process leading up to it, and sometimes find themselves in spaces not best 

suited for them or their future goals.  The onus is on schools to allocate human, financial, 

and material resources to support marginalized populations in the same manner they 

would for students that do not experience similar challenges.  

Students and families view the school setting as a resource-rich environment 

created to develop and support students in becoming their best selves.  While these 

resources should be accessible to all, it is a given that resources are unevenly distributed 

as a matter of circumstance, more specifically, membership in particular networks.  The 

school system functions as a network abundant with resources that are accessible through 

formal and informal channels.  Oddly enough, the formal channels are more widely 

known; yet, more difficult to gain entry to.  Within these channels reside the norms, 

resources, trust, and relationships—provisions, which allow successful participation in 

school and navigating the pathways leading from high school (Coleman, 1990).  

Institutional agency, a paradigm coined by Stanton-Salazar (2010), includes those faculty 

and staff who are in advantageous positions to facilitate certain actions for students and 

families.  Whether well-intentioned or not, institutional agents, through their actions and 

decisions in formal and informal channels, create access or barriers to the resources that 

all students, the haves, as well as the have nots, desperately need.  Serving as teachers, 
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mentors, and trusting adults, their roles as gatekeepers can create clogs or access to 

resources and opportunities for students (Lee, Bryk, & Smith, 1993).  The result can be 

detrimental for the have nots and beneficial for the haves.           

This literature review will first delineate the literature as it relates to social capital 

both theoretically and empirically, highlighting the role that social capital plays in the 

high school educational setting and the impact it has on postsecondary decision-making.  

Comparisons and contrasts are made among the empirical studies that address social 

capital and its function in high schools, while noting the impact of differential access to 

social capital for students.  In the section that follows, institutional agency and neglect are 

explored by undergirding the ways in which school staff both help and harm students 

concerning the postsecondary decision-making process.  This section also examines the 

concept of stratification within high schools, detailing the challenges inherent in meeting 

the needs of a racially, socioeconomically, and academically diverse student population 

from an equity vantage point.  In the concluding section, college choice literature with 

respect to the relationship among the college choice process, the timing of the decision, 

factors that go into the decision, and individuals involved in the college choice are 

explored.  An added component of this section presents parental and peer involvement as 

key factors in postsecondary decision making.    

Through exploring the relationship between accessing forms of social capital and 

making the postsecondary decision, there exist multiple bodies of related literature such 

as the literature on the college choice, influences on the postsecondary decision, school-

based forms of social capital, and stratification within schools.  Pairing these literatures is 

appropriate given the need for schools to close gaps in access to the knowledge and 
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prowess that will allow all students to make informed decisions concerning their 

postsecondary plans.  Too, harnessing these literatures allows for close inspection of the 

ways that disparities in social capital impact access and choice processes.  Though 

seemingly unrelated in scope, coupling these literatures is appropriate due to the need for 

purposeful college and career advisement within the high school setting.  Finally, by 

coupling these literatures, the reader can focus on the challenges of leveling the 

educational playing field for all students within suburban high school settings.  This 

review has been compiled to authenticate how each area is mutually interdependent and 

impacts the postsecondary decision-making processes of high school seniors and their 

families. 

Social Capital Theory 

Several theorists talk about social capital as a good form of resource, information, 

or accessible network that allows individuals to achieve certain goals or acquire a certain 

level of status (Bourdieu, 1983; Coleman 1988; Lin, 2000; Portes, 1998; Putnam, 1995).  

Sociologist James Coleman often utilized the term social capital, using it to refer to the 

norms and information channels available through social relationships (Coleman, 1988; 

Lin, 2001; Portes, 1998).  According to Coleman (1988), social capital evolves through 

“changes in relations among persons that facilitate actions” (p. 100).  Just as other forms 

of capital make possible productive activity, so too does social capital.  For instance, 

where there exists a group characterized by extensive trustworthiness and extensive trust, 

much more is likely to be accomplished than an analogous group devoid of that 

trustworthiness and trust (Coleman, 1988).  By its mere definition, social capital is a tool 

that when used properly, can positively impact the postsecondary decision-making 
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process.  Its utility is the reason that this research was framed via the social capital lens.  

Applying social capital theory posits that high schools serve to function as networks and 

centers of knowledge, information, and resource sharing among faculty, students, and 

families (Coleman, 1988; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). 

Coleman’s (1990) conceptual work involved research around social capital and 

suggested that it was not just a good, but also important norms that allow students to 

access certain opportunities and spaces.  His work suggests that differences among 

student outcomes and normative school structures and process are tied to the manner in 

which school faculty distribute and share various forms and degrees of social capital (Lee 

& Croninger, 1999).  Sadly, some schools operate in ways that only cater to the needs of 

the haves, those students who possess the adornments and accoutrements that show them 

to be worthy of access and passion of social capital.  In their analysis of social capital 

conceptualization across six American high schools, Lee and Croninger (1999) 

highlighted a critical element of social capital in their discussion of intentionality which 

they identified as one of “three qualities inherent in social capital” (p. 3).  Their example 

further illuminates the role of faculty in social capital structures by noting that 

intentionality is a quality of social capital that can be consciously developed and nurtured 

in their relationships with students (1999).  This acknowledgement is an important 

element for the have nots who are prone to falling victim of lacking access to dense social 

capital networks.  It is this segment of the student population that is in need of school 

staff who are intentional in their efforts to close gaps and break down the barriers that 

obstruct opportunities.   In applying social capital theory to Johnson City High School, it 

is the haves who are embraced and guided through the process and structures of selecting 
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a college or career pathway, while the have nots resort to trying to figure out this 

progression of steps based on the limited information and postsecondary planning 

resources they find on their own.  Students who belong to networks abundant with social 

capital are in advantageous positions because their networks are multilayered, with far-

reaching linkages because of their distinctions as the haves.  Considering the formal and 

informal structure of high schools, social capital offers a frame to understand the 

experiences of the haves and the have nots.  To be clear, the have nots, students who are 

not a part of such networks, lack membership as a matter of circumstance; not because 

they do not have the same goals and aspirations of their more well-connected peers, the 

haves (Coleman, 1990; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Gonzalez, Stoner, & Jovel, 2003; Stanton-

Salazar, 2011).   

Social Capital Networks 

 Coleman is not alone in his perspective of social capital.  Along these same lines, 

Bourdieu, maintained:  

the existence of a network of connections is not a natural given, or even a social 

given, constituted once and for all by an initial act…It is the product of an endless 

effort at institution…and is necessary in order to produce and reproduce lasting, 

useful relationships that can secure material or symbolic profits. (as cited in 

Granovetter & Swedberg, 2001, p. 103)  

Relevant to network connections and links between people, Granovetter (1973) discussed 

the strength of interpersonal ties to define relationships and associations as “a 

combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy, and the 

reciprocal services which characterize the tie” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361).  In this work, 
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he conceptualized strong, weak, and absent ties as linkages among people in community 

settings (i.e., neighborhoods), noting that absent ties incorporate “both the lack of any 

relationship and ties without substantial significance” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361).  

Drawing parallels between Granovetter (1973) and Coleman’s (1988) social capital work, 

weak ties are connections and associations that occur less frequently, with less intensity, 

and with lower levels of reciprocity.  However, Granovetter (1973) did point to the 

strength of weak ties in joining otherwise disconnected groups.  Relying solely on the 

positive, “symmetrical side” of ties in outline his investigation, Granovetter (1973) went 

on to frame his perspective by explaining the omission of the negative side of ties in his 

conceptualization as being due to the potential for adding unnecessary complexity to an 

exploratory work (p. 1361).  He used the strength of ties to explain why some 

communities were more successful than others, dispatching resources and advancing their 

purposes, while other communities struggled to achieve common goals.  This articulation 

may be helpful for actors in educational settings to understand as they set about the 

important work of building strong communities that produce sustainable, successful 

student outcomes.  

Bourdieu’s (1986) investigations sought to understand how inequality is 

reproduced and maintained; he is widely known for his work on cultural capital theory 

and the notion that possession of such can facilitate certain actions or opportunities.  

Though his work focused on the larger society and its hierarchical layers, this research 

examined how the individual functioned and employed an array of strategies to achieve 

success despite differential access to social capital.  His theoretical views on social 

capital are included in this research because of his focus on the reproduction of inequality 
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which helps to frame the problem being investigated.  Here, his work helps to unearth the 

root causes for the experiences of the have nots by demonstrating the ways in which 

schools operate in service to the haves.  Bourdieu (1986) saw the educational system as a 

mechanism for structuring inequality which contradicts the reason that the system, 

historically developed to serve a homogeneous, white male population, was created.     

 More closely tied to Bourdieu’s habitus and how certain know-how, savvy, or 

symbols indicative of culture can allow students to function in certain settings, Coleman 

(1988) noted the importance of relationships, more specifically, trust, norms, and 

reciprocity—those things that relationships consist of.  It is the presence of relationships 

that allow students to build social capital which then becomes accessible to them and 

their families while making decisions about postsecondary plans.  Putnam (2000) tended 

to focus on the resources embedded within networks.  Both, he and Coleman identified 

social capital as existing within the social ties between actors, as well as being an element 

of community networks (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000).  As such, social capital exists 

within relationships and is accessible to those who are enmeshed in the relationship.  

Though Putnam’s research analyzed the decline of the American community, his views 

are relevant to this study in that the school system is a community in and of itself as well.  

Both share similar properties and thrive or fail based upon trust and reciprocity 

(Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000).   

Putnam (1993) maintained that social capital is a “feature[s] of social 

organization, such as trust, norms, and networks, that can improve the efficiency of 

society by facilitating coordinated actions” (p. 167).  Though he and Coleman were not 

the originators of this concept, they are both referenced heavily in connection with social 
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capital theory among educational researchers (Goddard, 2003; Wall, Ferrazzi, & Schryer, 

1998).  Synthesizing the perspectives of Coleman, Bourdieu, and Putnam is appropriate 

for this study because of Coleman’s conceptualization of social capital (norms, trust, 

reciprocity, obligations, and expectations), Bourdieu’s examination of the reproduction of 

inequality, and Putnam’s analysis of the decline of community structures.  Each of these 

viewpoints provides the frame for the study in that the school as a community could 

withstand reform efforts to better support their students and families through the careful 

development and nurturing of relationships characterized by trust, expectations, and 

reciprocity.  The end results would be indicative of the elimination of differentials in 

access to social capital.  The haves and have nots would no longer be distinguishable 

because there would be equity for all students regardless of race, gender, socioeconomic 

background, or academic track.    

 Stanton-Salazar too (2010) sided with Coleman’s views on social capital in that 

they both acknowledged the value of social capital and its existence within structures 

(Coleman, 1988; Stanton-Salazar, 1997, 2011).  This view aligns with Bourdieu’s notions 

of societal stratification (Bourdieu, 1986).  Coleman was known for looking at the more 

positive functions of social capital, while also maintaining that those without access to 

social capital can be exposed to negative effects (see also The Coleman Report, 

(Coleman, 1966)).  Similarly, Stanton-Salazar (2011) conceptualized the notion of 

institutional agency to describe actors who reproduce inequality through voluntary action 

or inaction.  Coleman (1966) and Stanton-Salazar (2011) explored the manner through 

which social capital can function within school settings, enabling the haves to replicate 

their positions of privilege, maintaining disparity in access for the have nots, or creating 
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equitable and equal experiences and opportunities for all students regardless of their 

group characteristics (Coleman, 1966, 1988; Stanton-Salazar, 1997, 2011; Stanton-

Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). 

Bridging and Bonding Social Capital 

 Concerning social capital and its function within structures, researchers pointed to 

notions of between and within group sharing and networks known as bridging and 

bonding social capital (Lin, 1990; Putnam, 2000).  Defined as social capital within a 

homogeneous group of people, bonding social capital is indicative of individuals in a 

collective unit who share a sameness in demographic characteristics, information, 

resources, and networks.  Conversely, bridging social capital is shared between groups 

with respect to race, socioeconomic backgrounds, or other heterogeneous demographic 

distinctions (Putnam, 2000).  Putnam’s (2000) research discussed the importance of 

bridging and bonding social capital, noting that bonding is good for getting by, while 

bridging is important for getting ahead.  His perspectives on bridging social capital align 

with Granovetter’s (1973) previously referenced research which suggested that bridging 

social capital was a form of a weak tie due to its ability to join networks that would 

otherwise not be linked.  In opposition, Lin (2005) argued, “social capital does not bind 

or bridge. . . it is the nature of the social networks that bind, bond, or bridge” (p. 14).  His 

discussion of whether binding or bonding created certain quantities of social capital was 

tied to “the purpose of the action and the richness of embedded resources” (p. 14).  He 

further asserted: 

 The relative advantage of networks that bind, bond, or bridge afforded to social  

 capital depends on the purpose of action.  For expressive actions, that seek 
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   Based on the empirical literature and school policy reform efforts, the wave of 

college-for-all initiatives and strategies failed to acknowledge that not all children are 

destined to enroll in and complete college (Carnevale, 2008; Farmer-Hinton, 2017; Iloh, 

2018; Robinson & Roksa, 2016).  Our society requires that its labor force is a diverse one 

with people educated and trained to do an endless variety of jobs.  The postsecondary 

culture at Johnson City High School was loosely designed to support college going and 

ignored students seeking to employ or enlist following high school.  There were no career 

fairs, intern partnerships with local businesses, nor were there many opportunities to 

explore military enlistment.  This is indicative of school culture that does not support its 

students from an equity stance.  At JCHS, the primary distributions of postsecondary 

planning and advisement were aimed at the college trajectory.  As the data show, this 

information sharing and guidance was sporadic, creating differential access for a diverse 

senior class cohort.  To add, this disparity did not appear to be rooted in prejudices 

against race, class, or academic ability.   

Feelings About Postsecondary Decision-making 

 In making decisions about the future, students and parents feel a range of 

emotions; those feelings impact the postsecondary decision in various ways including 

which postsecondary pathway a student selects, where a student enrolls in college, and 

whether a student views a particular pathway as a viable option or not.  For many of the 

student participants, deciding whether to enroll in college, enlist in the military, or enter 

an employment opportunity right after high school was daunting and complicated.  

Without ever having gone through this process before, the majority of students were 

unaware of the many parts that contributed to the whole.  To demonstrate, 19 of the 27 
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students or 70% used adjectives with connotations of fear, anxiety, or difficulty.  Such 

words included: tedious, unsure, nervous, anxious, stressful, responsibility, overwhelmed, 

frustrating, nerve-wracking, and complicated.  The words stressful and overwhelmed 

were used by multiple respondents.  Positive words that students used to describe their 

feelings about decision-making were independence, ready, and excited, which was 

mentioned by six students.  As a first-generation college goer, Peter felt that this process 

was tedious,   

If I had every question solved, it would be the easiest process ever, but it’s a little 

overwhelming to try to decide…like the more you wait, pretty much, the less time 

you really have to really decide.  Otherwise you’re going to be one of those 

people who miss the cut-off dates for enrolling and then you have to get the 

motivation to go back and actually make the decision. 

Joe, the youngest of seven children, stated that he felt this process was “stressful”.  He 

added that he’d “known basically my whole life that I was going to college. I saw who 

didn’t go to college, who did go to college, and what their life is like now.  That’s how I 

knew.”  Tara had an older brother who was in acting school in California, but she would 

be the first in her family to enroll in a traditional college program.  In fact, like some of 

her peers in the 2009 cohort, Tara planned to use her A+ eligibility to pay for two years 

of community college.  As a have not, she relied on the supports in her school to 

supplement the help she was given from her mother and grandparents who helped her 

evaluate the financial impact of her decision to enroll in college and pitfalls to avoid by 

enrolling in large universities.  
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Obviously, I wasn’t . . . I didn’t realize how much work it was going to be to go 

through.  And I kind of, I always procrastinated.  I put it on the back burner and I 

think I started a little later than I did; I didn’t make my decision until about 

February and most people knew before 2nd semester had started. 

            Parent participants described their feelings about the postsecondary using the 

following words: challenging, freeing, nervous, opportunity, apprehension, worrisome, 

worry, excited, finances, preparation, and concern.  Similar to the students in this study, 

eight of 11 parent participants or 73% used words associated with fear or complexity to 

describe how they felt about their child embarking on this experience.  Even those 

parents who had gone through the postsecondary decision with an older child or children 

expressed fear or apprehension about the experience they were currently in.  In this case, 

73% of the parent participants were in this category.  Marcy questioned:    

Being a college graduate myself, when I was in school it, was a lot differently; we 

had all kinds of grants and programs and minority scholarships, and that type of 

things that I know that is not as prevalent or relevant now as they were back in the 

70’s when I was in college, so, you know, my concern was what financial 

resources are available to you all here? 

When asked for her thoughts on the same topic, Jenny stated that she viewed a college 

education as a form of “freedom…a necessity, but [I’m] concerned about affordability”.  

Both Marcy and Jenny were single mothers and they stressed the importance of securing 

financial aid, loans, and or scholarships to fund their child’s education.  Nathan, a recent 

divorcee, was of a similar mindset. 
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I wanted him to have career opportunities that I never had and to experience 

college life.  And he knew that he was going to have to help out with the cost of 

his school and I suggested looking into some kind of work study.  I did tell him 

that he didn’t have to work freshman year because in that first year you need to 

get acclimated into being in college. 

Fred, one of Johnson City High’s staff members, outlined his suggestions about 

what parents should do to best support their children,  

Start early, start early.  Get as much information you can; don’t hesitate to ask.  

Call.  Have a relationship with the high school guidance counselor.  It has to be a 

very, very specific timeline with check-off dates in for parents to assist them with 

the process to be ready to go for fall of senior year. 

 It is interesting that he stressed the importance of having a working relationship with the 

guidance counselor and getting as much information as possible, given that many of the 

students in this school felt that there were barriers to them getting information from 

school.  Further, some student participants expressed frustration in working with the 

guidance counseling staff and accessing much-needed support.  Jenny agreed with this 

perspective and went a step further: 

I just wish schools, public schools 'cause I know that private schools have it, but 

public schools . . . I wish that they had a counselor who their job is to focus 

completely on college planning.  Their job was to assist kids with testing, 

searching for scholarships, searching for this and that, you know, encouraging 

kids ‘cause there’s so many people out there who don’t think they’re, per se, 

college material when they really are.  And, they just don’t realize it… If public 
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schools would employ, I don’t know what the exact title would be, but say a 

college advisor or postsecondary advisor.  Because you know, even if you don’t 

go to college, it’s like well, what are you going to do to support yourself so you’re 

not living in Mom’s basement with 13 cats when you’re 40? 

Her thoughts of a staff position whose responsibility it is to support students by helping 

them with the search and choice processes is logical given the work she did to help her 

students research colleges and universities, find scholarships, and prepare for 

standardized assessments such as the ACT and AP exams.  Another staff member who 

played an important role in this college-going culture at JCHS was Sherri, a guidance 

counselor and parent of one JCHS alum and one JCHS senior.  Her advice to parents who 

would soon embark on this journey was: 

The sooner, the better.  Don’t wait; we have way too many kids, I think, that wait 

until the beginning of their sr. yr. to even start thinking about taking the ACT or 

thinking about where they’re going to go, and you need to be thinking about that 

when you’re a freshman so you can map out your classes that you need.  And, be 

thinking about, as far as finances, you need to be thinking about that when they’re 

born, if not before.  And, that’s no kidding. 

Fred, Jenny, and Sherri each shared invaluable perspectives about postsecondary 

decision-making; however, their influence was not readily apparent in various aspects of 

the college-going culture at Johnson City High School.  Sherri was responsible for one 

third of the student population which were approximately 333 students, a number which 

exceeds national recommendations for student-to-counselor ratios.  Providing focused, 

intentional, consistent postsecondary advisement and support for a number this large 
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would be impossible for one counselor, in addition to the other responsibilities associated 

with the role—student schedules, student emotional health concerns, graduation planning, 

coordinating state and national assessment administration.  Whether single or married, 

college-educated or not, wealthy or low income, Black or White, every parent participant 

had a mix of feelings about the biggest decision of their child’s life to this point.  Each of 

these participants shared a responsibility with their child for ensuring that they found the 

best postsecondary pathway based on their unique needs and future aspirations.    

Postsecondary Planning Processes 

Planning for their child’s enrollment, enlistment, or employment was the first 

emergent them among parent participants.  Within this sample, each parent focused on 

enrollment over enlistment and employment.  While responses indicated that parents’ 

level of assistance with this process varied across student participants, all 11 parent 

participants demonstrated varying degrees of active roles in this important decision.  

Neither Nathan, Courtney, nor Dana matriculated to college; however, they each When 

asked for her thoughts on the same topic, Jenny stated that she viewed a college 

education as a form of “freedom . . . a necessity, but [I’m] concerned about affordability”.  

Both Marcy and Jenny were single mothers and they stressed the importance of securing 

financial aid, loans, and or scholarships to fund their child’s education.  Nathan, a recent 

divorcee, was of a similar mindset. 

I wanted him to have career opportunities that I never had and to experience 

college life.  And he knew that he was going to have to help out with the cost of 

his school and I suggested looking into some kind of work study.  I did tell him 
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that he didn’t have to work freshman year because in that first year you need to 

get acclimated into being in college. 

Fred, one of Johnson City High’s staff members, outlined his suggestions about 

what parents should do to best support their children,  

 their children to earn a college degree.   In discussing the planning and actions 

that she engaged in to help her children, Courtney noted, 

I got involved in the process by making suggestions but they had both [my son 

and daughter] had already decided.  They decided on their own where they were 

going.   I mean they discussed it with me, but basically their decisions were 

already made. 

Courtney’s situation is not an uncommon scenario based on empirical findings related to 

parent suppressed roles concerning involvement in college choice processes (Gonzalez, 

Stoner & Jovel, 2003; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Stanton-Salazar, 2011).  Parents like 

Courtney want to assist their children with this all-important decision and accompanying 

steps; however, they often lack the knowledge and savvy to navigate such a process due 

to a lack of a frame of reference.  Nathan began thinking about his son going to college 

back during elementary school and began with academics in mind.  In his view, an 

attractive high school transcript was the biggest factor in college admissions and it 

seemed logical to focus his efforts there, 

Well, I made sure; one of my top priorities with him was academics.  I made sure 

from the time he started kindergarten, that the first thing he did when he stepped 

into that house was his homework, and play time and sports came afterward 

because I wanted him to go to college.  Then in middle school, again it had to do 
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with us picking his classes for high school because we were trying to plan out his, 

you know, [career] his high school career and what courses he would be taking in 

high school to help him prepare for college.  Once he got in high school, I figured 

that his guidance counselor and track coaches would help out a lot and his 

counselor did in some ways, but I felt like I needed more information about how 

all the pieces of this puzzle fit.  Never did I hear from his counselor directly, but 

she did work with him a little.     

Opposite of parents who had not attended college are parents in the study who  

earned bachelor degrees up to doctorate degrees.  Jenny took a unique approach in 

beginning the college planning process by encouraging her daughters to see the value in 

being college educated.  She shared the following context,  

When my kids were little, I used to take them to McDonalds to the Play Place and 

we would go there if they got out early from school for ice cream and they would 

play.  And I’d see these older women, grandma-esque-like wiping tables, 

emptying the trash.  And that was my biggest fear that if I didn’t have a college 

degree that I would end up like them.  And so, I would tell the kids the same thing 

that, you know how important it is to have a college education.  Maybe those 

women liked what they were doing, but I didn’t want to nor did I want my 

children if that would be one of the few choices they would have.  Really, the big 

thing is I just asked them what they would like to be when they grow up.  And I 

would ask them if they could go to college anywhere, where would it be?  What 

would they like to study in college?  And, also I would always take them along 

with me to different college campuses ‘cause I would go use college campus 
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libraries to get information for different classes so then they could see how neat it 

was to be on a college campus. 

This postsecondary planning strategy was effective for Jenny in that two of her daughters 

were attending college, with a third one graduating with the JCHS senior cohort.  Even 

though her discussions with her children were crafted to result in college enrollment, she 

also encouraged her daughters to seek out the colleges and universities of their choice, 

keeping in mind their academic study interests.  Being cognizant of the ways in which 

students can make missteps during postsecondary planning, Jenny played a very active 

role during this aspect of her children’s high school experience. 

Yeah, I was very involved because I knew of students before my kids having lost 

out on opportunities because they didn’t know that they were available.  So, going 

online, researching, I think the other thing is, is because I went to college after I 

got divorced and so I researched every nickel and dime that was out there.  And 

so, I kind of, I was disheartened because so many opportunities were out there but 

they were for students who were just out of high school, not an older person.  And 

so that made me aware of well, when my kids are that age, you know, to do the 

same. 

She used this same desire for successful outcomes in her work with JCHS students by 

helping students such as Amanda, a have not, in planning for a gap year following high 

school graduation.  Joe, a have, with older siblings who had enrolled in college and his 

mother who also taught in the Johnson City School District, worked closely with Jenny 

when the time came to look for scholarships.  Her students knew that planning for college 

was a passion of hers and as such, they often sought her out for help.  
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 Fred was also a JCHS staff member and knew the importance of planning early 

for college, as well as the intricate parts involved in receiving a college admissions letter.  

In describing to the researcher through the process he used with his children, he 

explained,  

All the conversations are based on their interests and what they see themselves 

potentially doing.  And then the conversations flowed out of that.  Talked a lot 

about just doing well in school, in the schooling process itself, since I was 

involved with schools.  Talked a lot about the testing process so they were aware 

of what tests and the preparation for those.  ACT, PLAN Test, Explore Test, 

things like that.  Talked about courses to take during high school, planning a 4-yr. 

plan that was, that they would feel good about, that when they got done would 

prepare them for the next level. 

Like Jenny, Fred’s postsecondary talks with his children were rooted in their interests and 

how those interests could be transferred to earning a college degree.  However, he 

encouraged his children to take an active role in navigating the planning process,    

For me, looking back, it could have been more.  I don’t know too much, if I’d 

have done too much different, but it could have been more as opposed to less.  I 

didn’t want, well I wanted them to have responsibility for it, but I also wanted it 

to be their decision and take ownership for their process.  So, I didn’t end up 

filling in forms, you know, for kids; they did that stuff themselves. 

While allowing students to assume responsibility for their life plans can be a good thing, 

they do need lots of supervision and guidance in preparing for and choosing a 
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postsecondary trajectory.  This is a novel experience with many complex layers and one 

that is too important to leave to chance. 

 Finally, Amy outlined the planning process for her daughter Sarah, a have who 

was enrolled in AP courses and was also classified as a gifted student along with some 

regrets, 

Well, the 1st conversations were talking about planning, about preparation, about 

being sure that you put yourself in a position that has some options. The actual 

process questions probably didn’t start until sophomore, junior year.  I do feel bad 

that we didn’t travel more with her like some people do, but actually, I, I didn’t 

feel like it.  I have weekend employment and she’s seen a lot of universities in her 

life.  We used to live in Connecticut; she saw Yale all the time.  We’ve been to 

NY; she’s seen Columbia; she’s seen Queen’s College; she’s seen my husband’s 

college; she’s seen…  My family lives in Minneapolis; we’ve taken her to the 

University of MN. 

Amy’s depiction unearthed an interesting reality that parents have busy working lives 

outside of parenting.  Those pulls and demands of their time can negatively impact the 

time and attention given to selecting a postsecondary pathway and monitoring certain 

actions and decisions that their children make.  This conflict becomes more challenging 

for parents who assume that the high school system and guidance office will provide 

sufficient individualized postsecondary planning advisement not knowing the ways that 

the system is understaffed and unable to meet the demands of consistently helping 

students with this multi-faceted process.   

College-going Knowledge 
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 Parents play integral roles in their child’s development and through their 

perspectives, beliefs, and actions, parents are able to influence their mental models, plans, 

and decisions.  For even the most involved parents, accumulating and effectively using 

college-going knowledge is not any easy task.  As previously mentioned, eight of the 

eleven parents in this study earned at least a bachelor degree and were familiar with 

search, choice, and application processes.  However, some aspects of college enrollment 

have changed in the time between their college attendance and their child’s application.  

For example, when the researcher was enrolled in undergraduate study, the FAFSA 

process was done via paper format; yet now, this process is done electronically. 

Regardless of whether revisions in parts of the process have helped to streamline and 

simply the steps, there is much college-going knowledge to be acquired when helping 

students navigate the pathway to college.  To illustrate, Fred discussed,    

They need to be educated early meaning freshman year about the whole process.  

How this is going to play out and actually, that the decision for the most part, a lot 

of times is made very early in their sr. yr.  And for some of these schools, you 

know, Dec. 1 is a late date and that throws people way off ‘cause that actually 

even threw me off with the first kids.  How quickly it gets upon you.  And getting 

parents to know what the time schedule, the process is, the tests they need to take, 

plans they need to have in place, the kind of conversations they need to have with 

their kids.  All of this very important to know because if you don’t know 

something, that can equate to missed opportunities. 

To add to his perspective, Sherri, the mother of two JCHS students and also Fred’s 

colleague, openly talked about the danger of not knowing critical details and timelines, 
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I would say it’s really important that they do a college visit with their child.  Just 

because friends have gone to a certain place or it looks good on the internet, or it 

looks good in the brochure, it’s really important that they visit the campus 

together so that the parent and the student can see exactly what that’s like.  How 

far apart are the buildings?  What’s going on in the town?  Is there, you know, 

things to do socially?  How far away?  How’s the drive from the college to and 

from home?  We have way too many kids, I think, that wait until the beginning of 

their senior year to even start thinking about taking the ACT or thinking about 

where they’re going to go, and you need to be thinking about that when you’re a 

freshman so you can map out your classes that you need and be thinking about 

how that can affect what colleges will or won’t accept you. 

Andrew was in an advantageous position to provide guidance to his daughter Harper 

because of his own experiences as a college graduate and having recently gone through 

the experience with his older daughter who was in her second year of studies at a small, 

private liberal arts institution.  Coupled with these experiences, his wife Joy was also a 

college completer and with their collective experiences, they were fairly knowledgeable 

in helping Harper proceed through the predisposition, search, and choice stages.  

Equipped with the tools of the trade, Andrew expressed, 

Parents need to know that everything is negotiable.  Everything’s negotiable.  

They need to know that if they really want to get their child, and their child really 

wants to go to a certain institution, that that’s their dream and they worked hard 

and they might be, you know, a couple of ACT points short or, you know, they 

may not be in the top, you know, 5%, but if they feel that there’s a, they have a 
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good case, that they can petition for admittance, that they can petition for certain 

scholarships.  Don’t let the gatekeeper say no; they need to go directly to the 

department chairs.   

In a similar vein, Andrew’s wife Joy shared the types of college-going knowledge that 

she found to be of the most value based on knowing a child’s strengths and academic 

abilities, 

They need to know the ratios.  They need to know how things are going to be 

weighed.  [Students] They need to know the freshman year they’re in high school.  

They need to know that just because you have enough credit hours to graduate 

from high school, doesn’t necessarily mean that because you graduated, doesn’t 

mean that you’re going to get into the college you want to get into.  They need to 

know that for this grouping, maybe even break it up to this grouping of schools 

this is the type of things they require so if you are a middle of the road student, 

this is the kind of academic profile that you have to at least have aspired to do to 

get here.  If you want to go to an ivy league college, these are the things that you 

have to do to even be close.  I don’t think that that information is easily accessible 

and for kids who want to go the selective college route, they must know these 

little-known factors or they just won’t get in. 

Mentioned earlier in this chapter, Amy, mother of three including Sarah, a have, admitted 

that she did not take her daughter on enough campus visits, but knew that Sarah was at 

least familiar with the notion of college education and degrees.  This early exposure is 

what she felt led Sarah to ask questions, to navigate her own pathway to pursuing college 

admissions, and to ultimately choose a small private liberal arts school funded primarily 



THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL CAPITAL DISPARITIES                                              170    

 

 

 

by a sizeable fine arts scholarship.  Concerning the loose transfer of college-going 

knowledge to her children, Amy explained, 

Well, I there is this one thing that holds true in our country, which is sad for some 

people but it’s how it is.  And it’s:  if your mom and dad went to college, there’s 

an expectation that you will also go to college.  And that’s why I think so many 

young men whose dads are in the military, they, you read about it all the time.  

Even if their dads don’t think their sons should go into the military, that kid goes 

into the military.  Our role as parents is plant the right seeds in our kids and along 

with that, we need to give them the knowledge they need to follow that path. 

The perspectives echoed in these parent interviews shows a commonality relevant to 

college-going knowledge: there is much knowledge to be gained and even more systems 

to navigate at the university level if students are to find the school best suited for them 

and their unique situations. 

Financial Knowledge of Postsecondary Education 

 The cost of attending college ranges from minimal, as in the case of community 

college courses, all the way to exorbitant, as in the price tag affixed to enrollment at an 

ivy league institution.  With an ever-changing financial assistance landscape, acquiring 

important information about options for funding a college education is critical.  Ask some 

students the difference between scholarships, grants, and student loans and they might not 

definitively know.  It is also possible that prior to embarking on their college search, they 

were not wholly familiar with the cost of a four-year degree, including the college 

application fee and other incidentals associated with living away from home on a college 

campus or in other student housing.  Parents however, generally know that college is very 
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expensive and plans to pay for it should begin when is child is fairly young such as 

during infancy, in an optimal situation.  Sherri discussed how finance discussion took 

hold when her son prepared to enroll in college and during his freshmen year,    

Well, we talked about it and we, especially as scholarships and stuff became 

available, obviously we encouraged him to fill out and apply for as many of those 

as he could.  He got a few just really basic couple hundred dollars local things.  

He got one scholarship from [State University], the Alumni Association 

Scholarship; he had to go for an interview and stuff for that, but, you know, we 

were able to pay for his college and so we talked about it a lot so that he was well 

aware of the cost and how privileged he is in order for that to happen.  And we 

talked a lot too about the fact that my husband and I both paid our way through 

school all four years 100 %, so it’s very different.  And we had to work very hard; 

we had to work almost 40 hours a week while we were going to school at the 

same time and we didn’t want him to have to do that.  But, we also wanted him to 

appreciate the fact, and I think he does, and we didn’t give him a ton of spending 

money.  As a matter of fact, he ran out of his money about November in his first 

semester, so we said, “I guess you’re eating peanut butter sandwiches and ramen 

noodle soup, I don’t know, get a girlfriend, something.”  We didn’t give him any 

more money and he had a meal plan so he at least had 18 meals.  

While she and her husband were in position to offer their children a free education, they 

also felt it was necessary for them to understand that this is not everyone’s story, 

including Sherri and her husband.  Like Sherri, Amy had older children and was fairly 

knowledgeable of the costs connected to college enrollment, 
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I think, considering Sarah is my 3rd kid, I understand financing college a lot and 

she has gone through a lot of things with me with their [her siblings] loans 

because we supported them.  My husband and I, I think we’re really just very 

frugal or something, we had enough money, we did not take out a Parents Plus 

loan which is something parents should probably check into too because with 

Parents Plus you sign your name to it and if your kid doesn’t pay that loan, even if 

you make a bargain with the child that it’s his responsibility, they can still come 

back to you.  But the other loan is just the student’s loan.  And I wanted my 

children, since none of them really went out and got a job in the summers, to help 

pay for anything.  I wanted them to have a loan that was their own. But Sarah is 

not going to have any loans because of her scholarship and us taking care of the 

rest. 

Similar to Amy, Andrew and Joy planned for their children to go to college and saved 

money to ensure that their goals could become reality.  Also, like Amy, they wanted their 

children to share the cost of their postsecondary education through solid academic 

records or other factors that could result in scholarship qualification.  Andrew noted,  

We wanted them to split costs because they would be the ones who would have to 

do the work academically or they were Black and because they were Black they 

could qualify for certain scholarships, or they’re going into the math and science 

fields and there are other scholarship awards specifically for that. Being female 

and entering those fields could help Harper pursue her dream of becoming a 

doctor. 
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 As the mother of seven children, finding funding sources for her children’s 

postsecondary education was an absolute necessity.  Academically, most of her children 

fared well in high school and were able to qualify for varying levels of financial 

assistance; however, relying on Johnson City High School to disseminate that 

information proved challenging,  

I think that was my biggest issue with the high school.  They don’t make near 

enough scholarship information available to kids.  Nothing, I don’t think, was 

given unless Joe went in and asked.  Those scholarships need, the paperwork, and 

all these forms.  I mean, I asked Ms. Saunders and she said “Oh, Mr. Thornton, I 

guess was working on it.  He was getting it set up.”  I went to the guidance 

counseling website several times and there was nothing.  Went to the site again 

when everything was up; it was all over the place.  And, so I was, that was my 

biggest thing.  I don’t think the high school did a good job at all about getting 

scholarship information to kids.  And some kids, I mean, the money makes a huge 

difference. 

With so many financial options available for students to further their learning and 

education beyond high school, it is reasonable to hold secondary schools accountable for 

helping both students and parents to understand the complexities and intricacies of 

college degree financial literacy.    

Disparity and Differential Access to Social Capital 

 Apparent in both student and parent voices were examples and experiences that 

demonstrated how access to social capital within Johnson City High School was allowed 

or obstructed.  One common element in high schools is networks that exist because of 
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student or parent actions and activities.  For example, students who participate in early 

college intervention or access programs, AP programs, military clubs or JROTC, work-

based learning programs, and athletics are afforded membership in structures that are 

built on relationships.  Parents who are a part of PTOs, booster clubs, and other school-

based programs increase their knowledge which in turn supports their children 

concerning academics and future aspirations.  By utilizing bonding and bridging capitals, 

students and parents become enmeshed in networks that allow them to receive 

information, opportunities, resources, and subsequently build additional social and 

cultural capital (Coleman, 1988; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Lin, 2001; Holland, 2015; 

Stanton-Salazar, 2011).  Missing from the narratives shared in this chapter is the presence 

of student networks that function in productive ways to contribute to their stores of social 

capital.  One space in the educational program at JCHS that did function as a college-

going network was the ACT Prep class which was taught by the researcher for the two 

years prior to when this study began.  There, students were afforded numerous types of 

information and resources that helped shape college search and selection processes, 

increased students’ financial literacy, and taught them the structures and strategies that 

could help them prepare for college entrance exams.  This semester-long course was open 

to any junior or senior; however, enrollment was capped at 25 students per section with 

just two sections taught each semester.  Creating intentional, controlled access to these 

postsecondary knowledge pipelines for only 100 of 990 students per school year leaves 

an enormous divide between students. 

 The wave of college-for-all initiatives and strategies fails to acknowledge that not 

all children are destined to enroll in and complete college.  Our society requires that its 
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labor force is a diverse one with people educated and trained to do an endless variety of 

jobs.  The postsecondary culture at Johnson City High School was loosely designed to 

support college going and ignored students seeking to employ or enlist following high 

school.  There were no career fairs, intern partnerships with local businesses, nor were 

there many opportunities to explore military enlistment.  This is indicative of school 

culture that does not support its students from an equity stance.  At JCHS, the primary 

distributions of postsecondary planning and advisement were aimed at the college 

trajectory.  Even then, this information sharing and guidance was sporadic, creating 

differential access for a diverse senior class cohort.  This disparity did not appear to be 

rooted in prejudices against race, class, or academic ability.  Instead, it was the interplay 

of several factors that were shared during collegial conversations with the researcher 

during the years that she worked at JCHS.  Those factors were staff who were not 

knowledgeable of the different ways that they could provide postsecondary guidance and 

information to students, staff who felt that it was not their responsibility to serve as career 

and college advisors, staff who felt as though they were unable to reach all students, and 

staff who felt bogged down by their instructional duties and did not have time for ‘one 

more thing’ to be added.  The school administration was partly responsible for these 

mindsets because they had not provided clear direction and expectations for faculty 

behaviors around creating, contributing to, and sustaining high-quality college and career 

going culture.  They also failed to provide appropriate training and ongoing support in 

this area.  As the lead learners in the building, this was solely their responsibility.  Failing 

to provide access to all students creates and perpetuates a system of haves and have nots.    

 Summary 
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Discussion 

          This study centered on four key research questions designed to illicit narratives 

about both the positive and negative impacts of social capital on postsecondary decision 

making.  In exploring these implications, students and parents representing heterogeneous 

backgrounds and varying levels of accessible social capital were interviewed.  Their 

narratives became the basis for the implications and recommendations of this research 

and will be shared later in this chapter.    

            Research Question 1:  What are the stages of the postsecondary decision-

making process?  Through the review of literature, the researcher identified extensive 

studies that outlined the stages of the college choice process.  Hossler, & Gallagher 

(1987) posited three distinct stages—predisposition, search, and choice—that make up 

this process; additionally, they noted several influences that impact college aspirations 

and factors in the search process previously discussed in Chapter Two.  They included: 

timing of intervention efforts; encouragement from high school faculty and family; and 

student achievement and activities.  Similarly, Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) suggested a 3-

stage model; however, their timeline for beginning this process indicates an age cohort 

aligned with students in grade 7 and concluding in grade 12.  Hossler et al. (1999) 

maintained that the majority of high school students identify a postsecondary pathway 

between grades eight and ten.  Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual model for college 

access and choice delineated contextual layers as follows: habitus; school and community 

contexts; the higher education context; and social, economic, and political contexts.  In 

this framework, analysis identified the ways in which students acquired and utilized 

information across the contexts mentioned above to arrive at their chosen postsecondary 
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institution.  McDonough’s (1997) investigations indicated that students’ college choice 

process was tethered to their possession of cultural capital.  Iloh’s (2018) recent research 

shed light on knowledge gaps, coining the term ‘information deserts’, while 

acknowledging that this an issue on a global, societal level.  In response to this element, 

she proposed a new model that challenged Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987), as well as 

Perna’s conceptualizations.  She notes the importance of the ecosystem surrounding the 

student, while also highlighting the fact that for many students, college decision and 

application processes are not singular events given that students possess the potential to 

enroll in several colleges and degree programs throughout their lives.  What is missing 

from the literature is the stages of postsecondary decision making with respect to 

trajectories other than attending college.    

 To gain an understanding of the process that students and their families navigate 

in selecting a postsecondary trajectory, the researcher posed a series of questions that 

would define the set of stages in the process.  This line of inquiry was designed to 

identify what actions and activities initiated the decision-making process and which 

signaled the conclusion of the process.  Outlining these stages allows school faculty and 

counselors to develop intervention efforts, timing them at optimal intervals that provide 

invaluable support along this navigation.  Based on the participant responses, it is clear 

that thinking about postsecondary trajectories began prior to entering high school.  In the 

case of a participant who was one of three class valedictorians, thoughts of enrolling in 

college began early in middle school, even though no work had been done to identify 

scholarships or alternative funding sources until senior year when he planned to enlist in 

the military as a means of paying for his postsecondary education.  This sort of last resort 



THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL CAPITAL DISPARITIES                                              182    

 

 

 

decision could potentially result in a highly qualified college candidate selecting a 

pathway that is not best suited for him or her.  Without additional questioning, it is 

unknown whether this student had previous interest in military enlistment or if this path 

was chosen to simply fund his education.   

           For participants who reported having aspirations of enrolling in college while in 

middle school, specific distinctions of stages were outlined and mirrored the 

predisposition, search, and choice stages as determined by the empirical studies 

previously mentioned.  One determinant that could not be easily pinpointed was a 

consistent timing of these stages.  Specifically, some students were very clear about their 

chosen trajectory as early as the freshman year in high school, engaging in planning 

activities during the sophomore and junior years, including scouting for scholarships or 

other sources (one participant spoke of her parents looking at balances in their college 

savings plan).  Still other participants had not decided upon an exact plan as late as the 

spring semester of their senior year.  The researcher suggests that this situation creates an 

important window of opportunity for high school educators.  By increasing the level of 

intentionality in postsecondary planning efforts, they are better able to act as institutional 

agents who can increase a student’s accessible social capital, college and career going 

knowledge, and prowess concerning plans for their future beyond high school.  Schools 

that do not allocate postsecondary preparatory experiences and knowledge from a place 

of equity for all do so at the detriment of those students who lack adequate social capital 

access outside of the school setting.  Early information programs and intervention 

structures can help close knowledge gaps across schools so that students have similar 

information upon entering the predisposition and search stages.                     
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             Research Question 2:  Who is involved in the decision-making process and 

what role do they play?  Students are faced with a barrage of decisions to make 

throughout their high school stint.  These decisions include: whether or not to take AP 

courses; which postsecondary pathway to pursue; whether to try out for a sport or become 

involved in a club/ extracurricular activity; and whether to take the ACT, SAT, or the 

ASVAB.  As noted in the review of literature, students engage in discussions and 

dialogue with many individuals when making the postsecondary decision.  Specifically, 

parents figure largely in these talks and processes, followed by peers, school faculty, 

school counselors, college and career advisors, mentors, military recruiters, and other 

adults who may or may not be of familial relation (Bergerson, 2009; Cabrera & LaNasa, 

2000; Ceja, 2006; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Hossler et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997; 

NPEC, 2007).  Many of the individuals mentioned above serve as repositories of 

information that students can pull from; equally important, they function as thought 

partners who can help evaluate the pros and cons of a given postsecondary trajectory.  

During this study, the majority of participants who identified college as their chosen 

postsecondary pathway reported that their parents were their primary sources of support, 

information, and guidance in decision making.  Those participants who elected to pursue 

a college education were more likely to rely heavily on their parents in cases where they 

also attended and/ or graduated from a college or university.  It is important to ensure that 

students have access to the individuals who can assist them in selecting the best 

postsecondary pathway based upon their academic background, skills, and interests. In 

categorizing these different sources of help, it is advantageous for students to have access 

to various agents—institutional, empowerment, and protective--from various areas of the 
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network (teachers, school counselors, college and career advisors, peers, non-familial 

adults, and staff) who can help expand opportunities in their chosen postsecondary 

pathway(s).   

             Returning to the literature, individuals serving as institutional agents, 

empowerment agents, and protective agents are in advantageous positions to support and 

provide guidance to students (Gonzalez, Stoner, & Jovel, 2001; Stanton-Salazar, 1997, 

2001, 2011).  Depending upon whether a student possesses a high volume of social 

capital, the haves, or possesses a low volume of social capital, the have nots, their 

dependence on the agents noted above can alter whether they select the best 

postsecondary trajectory for their individual interests, goals, and circumstances.  Holding 

the hands of students in early college programs and walking them through the search, 

admission, and selections processes, while expecting differently achieving students to 

figure out what can work for them perpetuates a system of inequality.  A football coach 

who accompanies a rising athlete on a college visit because his parent cannot miss work 

is working to dismantle institutional barriers to success.  The history teacher who hosts 

after school and weekend study boot camps to prepare students for the upcoming AP 

exam is leverage working to dismantle institutional barriers to success.  The college 

advisor who helps a first-generation college goer analyze and compare scholarship offers 

is working to dismantle institutional barriers to success.  The work-based learning 

coordinator who helps a student identify potential postsecondary internship opportunities 

and also edits application materials and conducts mock interviews in preparation is 

working to dismantle institutional barriers to success.  Allowing any student to suffer the 

effects of institutional abuse is not only inappropriate, but also unjust.   
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             Research Question 3: What types of resources and information do students 

and their families seek?  Respondents in this study overwhelmingly pointed to the 

knowledge gap and how the one thing they desperately need in order to successfully 

navigate the postsecondary decision-making process is information.  For many students, 

both the haves and the have nots, emotional support is just as critical as tangible 

information and resources.  The areas they identified as having the least amount of 

information about are the college application process, financial literacy and securing 

funding for college, and selecting the best postsecondary pathway.  In this specific study 

setting, the high school had three guidance counselors and their role was to support a 

population of 997 students who represented various races, genders, socioeconomic 

backgrounds, and academic abilities.  There was no college advisor on staff which meant 

that all of the postsecondary planning and advisement responsibilities rested on the 

counselors’ shoulders.  In occasional spaces across the school, faculty provided some 

forms of guidance and information sharing to students as they prepared for college 

entrance exams, prepared to write college essays, looked for scholarships, and sought out 

scholarships.  However, this information sharing and access to resources was not 

consistently available to all students and it was not in abundant supply.  Student 

participants spoke of being pointed in various directions in the guidance office when they 

came to get information; yet, this action was in no way supportive or intentional.  Left to 

their own devices, study participants expressed feelings of frustration at having to seek 

out answers when they did not always know exactly what to look for. 

         Parent participants in this study were largely college educated with the exception of 

three.  Regardless of their academic backgrounds, all parents expressed their views that 
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the school should play a significant role in preparing students for postsecondary 

trajectories, as well as supplying them with knowledge, information, resources, and 

guidance along this experience.  Despite being college educated, some parents felt too far 

removed from their own experiences to be current with recent changes to applications 

and admissions processes.  Those parent respondents who had not attended college shared 

that they tended to rely more heavily on the school system for postsecondary planning 

assistance because the steps along the college enrollment trajectory were mostly 

unfamiliar to them.  While their sons and daughters had emotional access to this category 

of parents, they did not know how to support them despite strong desires to do so.  

Arguably, both students and parents depend on schooling systems to close gaps, to serve 

as resources, and to distribute information and knowledge to children and their families.  

As such, school faculties should serve as institutional agents and advocates who 

consistently and effectively allocate resources and facilitate the transfer of information 

for students and their families.  For the have nots, their successful admission to a chosen 

postsecondary trajectory largely depends upon questionable and uncertain access to the 

help agents in their schools.       

             Research Question 4: What information do students and families apply to 

decision-making?  Concerning the decision to apply to college, students and families 

consider an array of factors in selecting a college or university (Bergerson, 2009; Hossler 

et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997).   These considerations include: cost of attendance; 

degree program; geography/ location; admissions requirements; academic life; and school 

enrollment.  What is absent in both this study and other empirical and seminal 

investigations is what information families apply to selecting postsecondary trajectories 
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aside from enrolling in college.  The one study participant who identified enlistment as 

his chosen pathway after high school arrived at this decision in order to finance a college 

education.  As a have not, there was no alternative in his mind because he had not 

received appropriate guidance about funding college, despite the fact that he was one of 

four valedictorians in his graduating class.  His academic ranking alone would have 

qualified him for many scholarships; however, as a first-generation college goer, he had 

no idea of the access that could have been extended based on his academic performance.  

In many ways, a have in a similar situation would know that high academic achievement 

equates to scholarship offers.  This type of knowledge is consistent with students and 

families who possess social and cultural capital.   

          Students who spoke of employing directly after high school are often already 

employed prior to graduation.  And, in cases where they are not, applying for jobs is a 

much more familiar process than is enrolling in college or enlisting in the military.  

Another sentiment that was echoed from student and parent participants is selecting a 

trajectory based upon the future plans the parent selected for their child.  Some students 

know as early as elementary school that they will attend college and subsequently do not 

consider alternate pathways.  Along with this decision comes the creation of rich social 

capital networks that students easily access because of the plans that have always been a 

part of their future goals.  In this sense, they become a have sometimes before they fully 

understand the notion of a college education.  One challenge with this situation is the case 

where enrolling in college is not the best option for the student based on many elements 

and chiefly, academic potential or ability and student interest.  Students who enroll in 

college under these circumstances could potentially do poorly in school; thus, wasting 
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financial resources and time.  An additional consideration when choosing a postsecondary 

pathway is support services, particularly with college enrollment and military enlistment.  

Students entering those two trajectories face challenges that require wraparound services 

and navigational skill development (Jack, 2019).  As an example, knowing where to go if 

a student is battling depression related to homesickness is vital to his or her successful 

initiation into college and the military.  Whether choosing to enroll, enlist, or employ, 

making decisions about what to do after completing high school is among the most 

involved and important choices that students make.  High school systems have the ability 

to complicate this process or make it less daunting for students and their families.         

Implications for Educators/Policymakers 

Stagnant enrollment at Johnson City High School created a potential opportunity 

to better connect with students due to smaller staff caseloads and increase the available 

social capital that they and their families are able to access.  Too often there are thoughts 

in the ether that schools and school districts that are resource-rich, in suburban, primarily 

White contexts do not experience challenges in providing adequate support and guidance 

along the postsecondary planning pathway; however, my study illustrated that this notion 

is simply not true.  Regardless of the school setting and context, this study has 

illuminated why equity, access, and education should remain at the core of how schools 

provide for children’s learning and growth. 

Recommendations 

Recommendations for Educators.  High school settings are rife with the 

resources, information channels, materials, forms of capital, and knowledge essential for 

successful student outcomes.  Equally important is the capacity of school administrators 
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and faculty to act as institutional agents and protective agents who can leverage their 

agency for the benefit of all students.   District and building administrators have set about 

the work of preparing students for the rigors of college and careers, without fully 

addressing the system of the haves and have nots as it relates to navigating the 

postsecondary decision. Student and parent participants shared narratives of their 

personal postsecondary decision-making processes at Johnson City High School through 

this study.  Through capturing their voices and lived experiences, the researcher identified 

several areas for development and re-imagination in order to meet the postsecondary 

planning needs of the students they serve.     

Prior to making revisions to existing college-going cultures and systems, schools 

should conduct a needs assessment that accurately captures student, parents, and staff 

perspectives.  Within this survey tool, there needs to be an area where staff can identify 

their areas of expertise and interest, as well as those areas of opportunity that need 

development.  As conduits of knowledge and social capital, they need professional 

development and ongoing support with respect to college and career advisement and the 

steps in the process.  Within this professional learning, faculty and administration should 

embrace and understand the importance of adequate advisement for enlistment and 

employment and not solely enrollment.  A common educator interview question is: How 

much do you want to know about your students?  The expected response is, “As much as 

possible so that I will know how to best support them.”  This mindset should not be left 

in the interview room; neither should it be mere words expressed in the ether because 

they sound student centered.   
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While teaching students their course curricula, high school faculty should also 

want to know what goals and interests students have beyond high school so that they can 

assist them in working toward and planning for those goals.  Paired with this perspective 

is the need to develop branding and slogans such as E3 (enrollment, enlistment, 

employment) which is universal and normative among everyone in the educational 

community including students, staff, parents, district-level administration, and 

community partners.  Another systematic revision involves the creation of PLTs 

(Postsecondary Leadership Teams) within high school settings so that postsecondary 

pathway work and advisement is universal and strategically organized.  In bolstering 

college-going culture design and effectiveness, high schools should consider the 

development and implementation of early information programs, capturing student 

attentions about decision making prior to 9th grade when they are more easily influenced.  

Hossler and Stage (1987, 1992) stated this decision making happens between 8th and 

10th grade.  Hossler et al. (1999) were able to track shifts in student aspirations over time 

by beginning their longitudinal study during the freshman year.   

          The school guidance and college counseling literatures outlined a serious flaw in 

the counseling structure design concerning the ratio of students to counselors which is 

unequally balanced in most public high school settings (Bryan et al., 2009; Bryan et al., 

2011; Corwin et al., 2004; Farmer-Hinton & McCullough, 2008; McDonough, 1997, 

2005; McKillip et al., 2012).  In the study setting, the three guidance counselors on staff 

each carried approximately 333 students on their caseloads.  These numbers make it 

difficult to provide adequate postsecondary guidance and advisement in addition to their 
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responsibilities related to emotional and wellness support, student scheduling, and the 

like.   

In Missouri, there is one university system that has created a near-peer partnership 

model for postsecondary advisement.  In this design, a recent university graduate is 

placed as a full-time college advisor at a partnering high school.  Typically, partner 

schools are required to meet racial and socioeconomic demographic criteria in hopes that 

underrepresented and marginalized student populations receive the access to social 

capital that they desperately need along the pathway to college.  By providing intensive 

guidance and counsel students are more likely to be effectively supported when choosing 

to enroll in college.  As noted earlier in Chapter Three, Johnson City School District and 

Johnson City High School have experienced a downward shift in their student 

enrollment.  While declining enrollment is often not seen as favorable, in this case a 

smaller student population creates an opportunity for school counselors and faculty to 

work more intentionally in providing postsecondary planning, guidance, and knowledge 

by capturing more students, as opposed to small segments of students.  In this way, equity 

increases and barriers to access decrease.  And in turn, gatekeepers become institutional 

agents and empowerment agents.  Johnson City is situated in a more affluent area with 

more college bound students enrolled than many of the partner high schools.  The 

addition of a college advisor would be an important resource to support their college 

going culture.  Many students in this setting are categorized as being first-generation 

college goers.  As such, special attention and handling should be extended to them as they 

make up a specialized population.  An additional strategy in the area of college planning 

and advisement includes coordinating college and career fairs during the evening and 
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possibly during the day, perhaps within early release schedules, so that those students 

who work or participate in sports and clubs have equitable access to this critical 

information.  Too, the inclusion of FAFSA workshops for parents should be implemented 

in order to increase their college and career-going knowledge as well as bolstering their 

financial literacy. 

 Because parents and families are an invaluable aspect of a child’s social capital 

network, developing and reinforcing their knowledge and protective agency is important.  

In schools that do not include platforms for parents to express their needs and to grow as 

sources of capital, PTO/ A organizations should be reimagined so that they function as a 

body of actors who can utilize their leverage in the creation of expanded opportunities for 

their children.  School administrators should also implement parent universities and 

learning summit structures to better facilitate the sharing of information and resources.  It 

is both widely known and apparent that school networks and districts systems are 

information rich, yet in some ways, information impoverished.  Because some forms of 

social capital are hidden, and are thus, not available to all, one potential result is the 

creation of an uneven, inequitable playing field for students.  By mobilizing systems and 

resources to form repositories of information, this structure can serve as an effective, 

more inclusive network. 

Recommendations for Postsecondary Institutions and Policymakers 

Paulsen (1990) suggests that postsecondary institutions spend time researching 

student characteristics and what type of student pursues college admission.  This 

information could assist colleges and universities in their marketing and recruitment 

efforts.  He also highlighted the value of understanding the factors that influence the 
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predisposition to seek college enrollment.  Aligned with engaging in this effort, school 

districts and postsecondary institutions should begin the work of vertical articulation in 

grades P through 16, with more intense focus directed at the freshmen year of high school 

through the senior year in college. Additional focus and attention should be given to the 

enlistment and employment postsecondary pathways given that college enrollment is not 

appropriate for every student who graduates from high school.  In response to modern job 

markets and the demand for employees to fill jobs that do not currently exist, high 

schools should engage in collaborative partnerships with the armed services and 

community-based businesses to educate students and their families about careers in the 

military, as well as developing work-based learning opportunities and internships.  

Knowledge along these trajectories provides more effective structures for match and fit 

concerning students’ futures.  

            Recommendations for Future Research.  In conducting this study, the researcher 

read a vast sampling of studies addressing the role of social capital and its impact on 

postsecondary decision making for students and families.  During this mining of 

information on the subject, there were countless investigations that focused on students in 

predominantly minority (African American and Latinx) high schools, as well as White 

students in private school settings.  One suggestion for subsequent studies is to add more 

learning disabled and demographically diverse minority participants (in particular, Asians 

and Hispanics) to the sample.  The researcher could not identify clear reasons as to why 

more attention has not been given to more heterogeneous populations marked by 

diversity in race, socioeconomic background, and academic track.  One probable cause is 

due to researcher interest.  Additional gaps exist in the decision to enlist or become 
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employed upon graduation from high school.  In response to elements such as the 

exorbitant cost of attending college, the college admissions scandal, stringent admissions 

requirements, and student interest, it is plausible to expect increases in trade school 

enrollment in coming years in addition to military enlistment.  Researchers dedicated to 

understanding the nuances of high school students and their decision making should 

design investigations centered on more inclusive student groupings.   

This study comprised an academic year, with data collection efforts conducted 

during one semester.  For school districts who desire to make sustainable, intentional 

implementations and refinements to their postsecondary guidance and supports, it is 

suggested that they conduct a longitudinal investigation which follows cohorts of 

students in grades 8 through 12 and 12 through P16.  Further, it is advisable that future 

studies be expanded to include data collection across academic tracks and postsecondary 

trajectories.  A one-year study concentrated on a small sample size may not be telling 

enough of the dynamics at play or the adjustments necessary to adequately serve all 

students.  An added means of bolstering the reliability and validity of the data would be 

to conduct a mixed-methods investigation, rather than one based solely on qualitative or 

quantitative inquiry.   

The researcher embarked upon this study as a result of observations indicating 

that not all students experienced effective information gathering, guidance, and support 

while navigating the postsecondary decision.  Prior to data collection, one potential lever 

for addressing these gaps would be to develop staff capacity in the area of postsecondary 

advisement expectations and practice.  This approach could serve to reduce gaps in the 

social capital necessary to select a best fit trajectory upon graduation.  Further, creating 
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more intentionality in staff action and information sharing and doing so from a place of 

‘success for all’ would be a starting point for evening the playing field.  One context for 

future investigation is the impact of a ‘near peer’ partnering program via a local college 

or university.  The rationale for such a pairing is that recent college graduates are well-

versed in application and admissions processes and can thusly serve as an effective 

conduit for college-going knowledge.  Additionally, this sort of structure could influence 

matriculation to college, as well as persistence to completion.  The two latter points of 

inquiry are tied to reinforcing social capital networks to better guide students and 

families.  Consequently, one aspect of social capital that should be studied further is the 

notion of network density and its impact on the postsecondary decision.   

Lastly, an ever-changing legislative landscape has contributed to uncertainty in 

postsecondary education for Latinx students.  Previous studies have focused on this 

population (Ceja, 2000a; 2000b; Gibson, Gandara, & Peterson-Koyama, 2004; Gonzalez, 

2010; Kiyama, 2010; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch 1995; Stanton-Salazar, 2010), noting 

the challenges and barriers to access and information they experience.  Data from the US 

Department of Education shows that more Latinx students than ever are enrolling in 

college and becoming completers as evidenced by the growth in their college enrollment 

between 2000 (22%) and 2015 (37%) (NCES, 2017).  As of 2018, 28% of the Latinx 

population has at least an associate degree which is an increase of 13% from 2000 (PBS, 

2018).  In light of impending revisions to the DACA Act and in response to the 

knowledge and guidance needs of Hispanic students, additional research is suggested to 

define specific areas of concern and approaches to clearing away the barriers that inhibit 

their successful decision-making processes.                    
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Conclusion 

         During the past several decades, school administrators and policymakers have 

become increasingly more focused on equipping students with college and career 

readiness and postsecondary planning knowledge.  Much of this increased attention came 

as a result of education reform efforts and legislation around improving student outcomes 

and achievement (see No Child Left Behind and the Every Student Succeeds Acts).  In 

response to evolving college enrollment patterns and changes in the make-up of college 

students, policymakers and educators have partnered to make college more accessible to 

a more diverse pool of secondary school candidates.  While there does exist a bevy of 

postsecondary planning effort and action within high schools across the country, more 

consistency in goals, planning, action, and results is necessary to ensure that all students 

and families have the knowledge and savvy essential in selecting the best fit 

postsecondary trajectory.  High schools and the certificated professionals that staff them 

are in an advantageous position to serve as power houses and conduits for the transfer of 

the social capital that is critical to successfully navigating the postsecondary decision 

making. 

Despite the fact that only a fraction of the study sample laid blame with building 

principals, it is plausible to suggest that they are in some respects responsible.  School 

leaders are charged with providing direction, delegating tasks, and assigning leadership 

for a multitude of projects within schools.  Additionally, they are charged with providing 

clarification for staff as it relates to their positions within the school.  While preparing 

students for postsecondary trajectories is a priority for secondary school administrators, 

so too is overseeing the graduation, dropout, and attendance rates, managing discipline, 
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and more importantly, making AYP in order to prevent losing accreditation and the take 

over by an SAB (state-appointed board).  When citing those elements of school reform 

that are specifically aimed at improving student outcomes, not enough attention is given 

to the issues of equity, access, and opportunity.   

 Findings from the interviews and observations suggested that high school students and 

their families desperately need information in order to successfully navigate the postsecondary 

decision-making process.  Additionally, the desire to have their voices included within the context 

of their educational opportunities and plans for the future was apparent from this study.  Despite 

that the setting for this study deviates from similar postsecondary planning studies, the 

researcher’s goal was not to contribute to the deficit approach that has become characteristic of 

studies addressing access and equity in education.  Rather, the goal was to give voice to the 

voiceless students who make up classrooms, schools, and school districts across this country.  

Their lives and subsequently their futures are intricately interlaced with the sociological 

frameworks that construct their schools and communities.  This study underscored the why 

behind calling for school systems and faculty to leverage their agency through consistent, 

ongoing, intentional actions.  The current pandemic has created a state of emergency for 

education and in response, schools, school districts, and state departments of education, 

on up, have developed innovative approaches in consideration of equity, equality, and 

access.  The response should be just as swift, widespread, and equitable to ensure that 

disparities in social capital no longer impact a student’s ability to make informed 

decisions about their futures.  There is far too much at stake if reform and response 

efforts continue at the same pacing that has been well documented in the research and the 

empirical literature. We can no longer implement surface-level band aids to remedy the 

bleeding wounds created by an unjust and inequitable educational system.  Basic norms 
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of ‘education for all’ and ‘every child every day’ have become tag lines that do not 

address all areas of the educational program.  Now more than ever, educators are in an 

advantageous position to mitigate the effects of inequality, stratification, and differentials 

in equity, access, and education. 

As one Johnson City High School 

student stated: 

I think if you’re like a guidance counselor, if just the school in general made it a 

bigger deal what you’re doing in life or what you’re thinking of doing after high 

school that would help [kids] a lot.  ‘Cause I mean, I didn’t really hear about the, 

the planning night until like, it was like, last year?  Yeah, I think I went to the first 

one.  I mean, that was the only one and it was just like that was it pretty much 

cause my counselor wasn’t mean, one time I went down there and she was like, 

‘Oh, if you ever need help’ but I mean it was just something quick…it wasn’t 

anything.  ‘Oh, do you know what you’re doing?’” 

What is articulated in the voice of this student is a desperate call for help and a 

more concerted focus on students' futures by school administrators, guidance counselors, 

and faculty members.  In this voice, we hear one student verbalize the plight of many like 

her; the perceptions that staff are not placing enough emphasis on this important decision 

and the accompanying process surrounding the decision.  Arguably, faculty may not be 

adequately trained to provide effective guidance and support relevant to navigating 

enrollment, enlistment, and employment processes; however, this adult knowledge gap 

presents a perfect opportunity for school districts to be good stewards of their fiscal 

resources by earmarking funds for professional development and ongoing support in the 
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area of postsecondary planning and advisement.  One motto that is echoed in schools and 

districts across this Midwestern setting is ‘every student, every day’ or ‘each one as my 

own’.  No educator would allow their own children to suffer the damaging effects of 

institutional neglect, barriers to access, or inequitable opportunities.  Neither should they 

allow this treatment for their students who are most vulnerable and whom rely so heavily 

on the structure, the educational system, that was created for them.       
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Appendix A 

Lindenwood University 
201 Kingshighway  

St. Charles, MO 63301 
 

November 2008 
 

Dear Student: 
 
You are invited to be part of a new research project at your school called “Student Social Capital 
Study.”  This study is about your access to networks and information channels while you prepare for 
career pathways.  I am Primary Investigator Patricia Closson from Lindenwood University and I am 
asking 12th graders to participate in this research project. Through this research project, I am trying 
to learn more about preparing students for their futures.  I do not know if this study will help you, but it 
will help teachers and administrators, at your school and other schools, better prepare students for 
their future careers.       

 

If you agree to participate, your participation in the study will involve completing an audio-taped 
interview twice during the 2008-2009 school year—once in the January and again in the May.  The 
interview should take you less than 45 minutes to finish.  I want you to know that your privacy is very 
important to me and I will protect it by not using your name or student identification number.  I will 
also keep your completed interview in a locked cabinet.  Your identity will never be associated with 
your answers to the interview questions.   After I collect information from the interviews and surveys, I 
will write reports about how twelfth graders used information and networks to make decisions about 
their future jobs and careers.  This report will not include your name or that you were in the study.  
Your individual survey responses will be reported in groups of other students.   For example, the 
reports may say, “Twenty-five percent of students had access to information channels/ networks.”  

 
If you agree to participate in this study, you also have rights.  First, you do not have to complete the 
interview.  It is up to you and no one will be upset with you.  If you say yes, but change your mind 
later, that is okay too.  Just let me know.  Your choice will not affect your school grades or record.  
Also, your choice will not affect your current or future relationships with Lindenwood University. In 
other words, you will not be treated unfairly because of your choice.  Second, there are no known 
dangers in participating in this interview.  But, if you start to feel uncomfortable you can just skip 
questions that you do not want to answer or you can stop at any time. 
 
By turning in the interest form, you are agreeing to participate.  

 
Thank you for your time. 

 
 

Patricia Closson, Primary Investigator 
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If you have any questions, you can contact Primary Investigator Patricia Closson by email at  
pclosson@xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx, by phone at (636) XXX.XXXX, or by mail:    
 
Patricia Closson 
XXXXXXXXXXX High School, Communication Arts Department  
XXXX5 N. XXXXXXXXXXX  
XXXXXXXXXXX, MO 6X3XX   
 
If you want to talk to someone because you have a complaint about your participation in this study, 
please contact:  
Lindenwood University 
Institutional Review Board  
Education Division 
209 S. Kingshighway, St. Charles, MO 63301  
(636) 949.4987  
 
Although the Institutional Review Board will ask your name, all conversations are kept 
private. 
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Appendix B 

 

Student Social Capital Study Participation Interest Form 

 

By signing this form, I __________________________________________, a student at 
XXXXXXXXXXX High School am agreeing to participate in the Student Social Capital Study.  
I understand and am aware that audiotaping will be used during the interview process.  I 
further understand that Patricia Closson, the primary investigator for this study, will not use 

my name or any other identifying information in the research, reports, or published papers 
associated with this study. 
 
______________________________________________________       

______________________   

Signature of student                           Date  
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Appendix C 

 

Lindenwood University 

201 Kingshighway 

St. Charles, MO 63301 

 

January 2009   

 

Dear Parent or Guardian:  

 
My name is Patricia Closson and I am a doctoral candidate at Lindenwood University.  Twelfth 

grade students at XXXXXXXXXXX High School and parents are being invited to participate in a 

research study about their access to networks and information channels while preparing for career 

pathways because I am interested in how students are being prepared for their future careers.  

This research study is called “Student Social Capital Study”.    

 

I am writing to ask permission for your child to take part in a student interview.  Participation 

begins with a selection process where students will be randomly chosen for the study.  The 

audio-taped interview asks students about their networks and information channels both 

within the high school setting and outside of school.  This interview is not only helpful for 

XXXXXXXXXXX High School and the school district, but for other schools who want to help 

students prepare for their future career pathways. 

 

All students’ answers to the interview will be kept in strict confidence; the results 

will be reported only for groups of students, such as: “The majority of twelfth 

graders had access to networks and information channels.”  

 

If you do NOT want your child to enter the random selection and possibly participate in the 

study, please fill out the attached information sheet and send it back to school by the end of the 

week.  If you DO want your child to participate, please read the parental consent form on the next 

page, which describes this research study.  Additionally, parents are being asked to participate in 

the study, as their input concerning access to information about their child’s career planning is 

vital to this research.  If you are interested in participating in this study, please complete the 

portion of the consent form that addresses parental involvement.    

 

Thank you in advance for your cooperation!  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact 

me at 636.XXX.XXXX or pclosson@xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx. You may also contact  

District Administrator, Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction for the 

XXXXXXXXXXX School District, at XXXXXXXXXXX. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Patricia M. Closson, MA.  

Primary Investigator 

mailto:pclosson@mail.stcharles.k12.mo.us
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This research project has been approved by the Lindenwood University Institutional 

Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects for a one-year period. 

 

 

Lindenwood University Parental Consent to Participate in Research Form 

 

My name is Patricia Closson and I am a doctoral candidate at Lindenwood University.  I am 

conducting a study on postsecondary (after high school) decision-making and planning because I 

am interested in how students are being prepared for their future careers.   Twelfth grade students at 

XXXXXXXXXXX High School are being asked to participate in a research study about their networks 

and information channels; the study is called “Student Social Capital Study.” 

 

The purpose of this consent form is to let you know about the research study in which 

your child and you are being asked to participate.  The purpose of the research study 

is to understand whether and how their high school is preparing them for their future 

careers.  An additional focus of the study is student and parent access to networks and 

information channels.  With your permission, I would like you and your child to complete 

an audiotaped interview about his/her school experiences and access to information. The 

interview will take less than 45 minutes. 
 

This is an anonymous interview.  Your child’s name or student identification number will not be 

used in any way.  Only Primary Investigator Patricia Closson will have access to the completed 

interviews.  Interview data will be stored in file cabinets with locks, and will only be available 

through Patricia Closson.  All participant responses will be saved and added to a database with 

other XXXX students’ responses to the interview questions.  Once the study is complete, all data 

will be destroyed. 

 

Data collected for this study will be used for public reports.  Primary Investigator Patricia Closson 

will not use your or your child’s name or any other identifying information in the reports or 

published papers.  These reports should help teachers and administrators who are seeking to 

develop resources and initiatives to prepare students for their chosen career paths. 

 

If you do not want your child to participate in this research, please fill out the 

information sheet included in this mailing.  Your child’s participation in this study is 

voluntary.  Your choice to have him/her participate has no consequence on their 

current or future relations or grades at Lindenwood University or XXXXXXXXXXX 

High School.  There are no known foreseeable risks associated with their 

participation.  However, if students start to feel uncomfortable about their future 

plans or if they decide not to participate any further, they can stop answering 

questions in the interview.  They are also free to skip questions that they do not want 

to answer.  There are no benefits or costs to you as the parent/guardian. 
 

If you have any questions about this research, you can contact Primary Investigator Patricia 

Closson at pclosson@xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx or (636) XXX.XXXX.  Her mailing address is: 

Communication Arts Department, XXXXXXXXXXX High School, XXXX5 N. XXXXXXXXXXX, 

XXXXXXXXXXX, MO 6X3XX.  Further, if you would like to contact someone because you have a 

mailto:pclosson@mail.stcharles.k12.mo.us
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complaint about your child’s participation, please contact the Lindenwood University’s 

Institutional Review Board, Education Division, (636) 949.4897 or 209 S. Kingshighway, St. 

Charles, MO, 63301.  Although the Institutional Review Board will ask your name, all complaints 

are kept in confidence. 

 

 

PLEASE KEEP THIS FORM FOR YOUR RECORDS! 
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Appendix D 

 

Student Social Capital Study Participation and Consent Form 

 

 

I _________________________________________ give my consent for my  

son/ daughter ___________________________________ to participate in the Student 

Social Capital Study.  I understand and am aware that audiotaping will be used 

during the interview process.  I further understand that Patricia Closson, the 

primary investigator for this study, will not use my or my child’s name or any other 

identifying information in the research, reports, or published papers associated with this 

study. 

 

______________________________________________________        ____________________   

Signature of parent/ guardian     Date 
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Appendix E 

Social Capital Interview Instrument for High School Seniors  

 

Introductions and Warm-Up Questions 

 

OK, let’s begin our interview by introducing yourself.  Please give your first name only 

and tell me: 

 

 What is your favorite academic subject and what you like about it, and 

 What is your favorite extracurricular activity/ hobby 

 

Opening Questions 

 

1.  What is the first thing that comes to mind when you think about what you will 

     do after high school? [If they say “exciting” or “anxious”, ask them what  

     makes them say this or ask them to tell more about this] 

 

2. When did you first begin thinking seriously about postsecondary options? [If   

they are unfamiliar with the term postsecondary, explain that you are referring 

to choices/ pathways to pursue after graduation such as college, the military, 

vocational training, etc.]  What was it about the conversation or situation that 

makes you say this was the first time you started thinking about your options 

seriously? (i.e., who raised it, what actions, if any, followed the conversation?) 

 

3. Do you have some idea about which postsecondary option you will choose?    

    Why have you chosen this path? [If they choose college, ask if they know what   

    they will major in, and if so, why they have chosen that major] 

 

Now let’s talk about some of the information you were/ are looking for and where 

you are looking. 

 

4. How did you get started on the postsecondary pathway planning process? 

Probes: 

 What was the first step you took? 

 Who helped you? 

 Where did you look? 

 

5. What types of information did you use or are you using as you think about 

which pathway you are interested in pursuing? 

Probes:  If they don’t mention these, ask them, especially the first five bullets: 

 Academic (strong in major program, competitiveness, student to faculty ratio) 

 Environment (proximity to home/ family; rural; urban, suburban environment; 

large or small campus or classes; campus safety) 
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 Affordability (cost, tuition, room & board, fees, financial aid; financial aid  

package, scholarships) 

 Admissions (application process, interviews, essays, deadlines) 

 Social  (racial/ ethnic diversity of the student body, culture, campus life, 

proximity to city) 

 Personal (prestige, religious, affiliation, family connection) 

 Athletic (sports, division level, scholarship) 

 Residential/ (size, location, housing, facilities) 

Physical Plant 

 

Listen for references to the following. 

 Career: (job prospects, income, placement rate in professional schools) 

 Graduation rates: (percentage graduated within a specific period of time) 

 

6. You mentioned several types of information you use/ are looking for.  What 

type of information do you think is most important to you personally?  

[Ideally, we’d like them to mention 3-4 types of information here for each] 

Probe on how financial aid and cost, location, and academic major, campus life figure 

into their priorities, if not mentioned. 

 

Next, let’s discuss the sources you used or plan to use in your search. 

 

7. Where did you first look for information about your chosen pathway? 

 

7a.  What other places did you look for this information? 

 

7b.  How would you describe the resources available to you within this 

school?  In the guidance office, from your counselor, college rep visits, 

college fairs, military recruiters, etc.) 

 

7c. How would you say these compare to resources you find outside of 

school? (e.g., websites, college guides, marketing/ recruitment materials 

directly from colleges and/ or the military, peers, and family members) 

 

 

8. Did you use the Internet to look for information?  If so, what are/ were your 

favorite websites?  What is it about these sites that make them your favorite? 

Probe: Here we want to know generally if they looked at individual college sites, and/ or 

College NET, US News and World Report, Princeton Review online, Peterson’s. 

 

9. Who spoke to you (or who did you speak to) about your chosen pathway? 

 

Probes: 

 What about parents, relatives, teachers, counselors, friends, etc. 
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 What information, if any, did they share with you?  What advice, if any, did they 

give you? 

 Did they talk to you about the application process and deadlines?  What did they 

say? 

 Who would you say was MOST KNOWLEDGEABLE about the search process? 

 

10. What sources of information do you trust the most? [If not mentioned, probe on 

people, print, and Internet sources] 

 

10a. What makes you say that about ________________ source? [Get at the 

notion of objective vs. subjective information and who they trust to provide it] 

 

Next, I’d like to ask you a few questions about information that either you could not 

find or you think would have been helpful to you. 

 

11. So far, do you think you have found too much information, not enough, or just 

about the right amount of information you’ve needed to help in your search? 

 

11a. Were you able to find enough information about the costs associated with 

your postsecondary option and how to go about pursuing that choice?  If you 

plan to attend college, have you determined how much it will cost to attend 

colleges that you are applying to? 

 

11b. Were there some resources (i.e. a person, a document, a website) you 

used numerous times? What was it about this resource that made you use it so 

much? 

 

11c. Have you researched any information about financial aid or how to 

complete the FAFSA form? 

 

11d. How do you feel about your postsecondary option search process thus 

far? Explain. 

( i.e. overwhelmed, confused, excited, frustrated, interested, time-consuming) 

 

12. Did you attend/ plan to attend the postsecondary planning night that our school 

hosted?  If you did, what aspects of this program did you find most helpful? 

 

   

We’ve talked about different types of information you look for and use, the sources 

you used, and what you could or could not find.  The final set of questions focuses on 

how you are using or plan to use the information you are collecting. 

 

13. How many postsecondary institutions have you applied to (college, the military,  

vocational training program)?  Do you plan to apply to more?  What made you 

decide to apply to these specific institutions? 
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14. Have you already chosen a postsecondary option?  On what did you base this  

decision? 

  

         14a. For those of you who have not made a decision, how and when do you plan  

       to narrow your options/ search? 

 

15. What role, if any, did/ are your parents/ guardian play/ playing in the 

postsecondary option search process? 

 

Probes:  

 Specifically, what did they do or say? 

 How would you describe their level of involvement? 

 

16. Is there anyone else who is involved or that you plan to involve in helping you 

with your postsecondary decision-making process? 

 

Probes: 

 What about other family members, teachers, counselors, friends?  How have they 

helped/ planned to help? 

 Who was most influential in encouraging you to pursue your postsecondary 

choice?  What did they do or say?  

 If this choice was NOT college, has anyone encouraged you to enroll in college? 

 

17. Given your experience, what would you say could make the postsecondary 

decision-making process easier? 
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Appendix F 

 

Social Capital Interview Instrument for Parents of High School Seniors 

 

Introductions and Warm-Up Questions 

 

OK, let’s begin our interview by introducing yourself.  Please give your first name only 

and tell me: 

 

 What is your favorite activity or hobby?   

 If you have little or no time for hobbies, what would you love to do have time to 

do? 

 

Opening Questions 

 

1. What is the first thing that comes to mind when you think about your child 

attending college? [If they say “exciting” or “anxious”, ask them what makes 

them say this or ask them to tell more about this] 

 

2. Before you child started making postsecondary decisions, how did you use your 

experience to assist them? 

 

Introductory Questions: Now, let’s talk about some specific issues you and your child 

discussed about in choosing a postsecondary option. 

 

3. When was the idea of choosing a postsecondary option first raised and by 

whom?  How did the topic come up?  What did you talk about? [Probe on 

disposition stage, if no response]. 

 

4. What questions did you ask your child about their postsecondary options? 

Probes: 

 What do you hope to get out of this option? 

 Are you prepared for this choice? 

 What do you want to do (work/ study)? 

 Where do you want to go? Locally or out of the area? 

 What is the cost of this option? 

 Other specific information: application process, availability of financial aid, best 

schools in your major, job outlook, etc. 

 

5. What questions did they ask you about their choice? 

Probes: 

 What options can they pursue (where can they go to college/ vocational training—

in or of state)? 

 Help in completing any forms, especially applications, etc. 
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 Can we afford this option? 

6. Who at your child’s school was involved in helping your child with the 

postsecondary option search? 

Probes: 

 Teacher/ guidance counselor 

 Help with deadlines, finding information about postsecondary options, suggesting 

colleges to attend 

 

7. Did the school provide information about postsecondary options to you? If so, 

what did they share with you and how was it shared (printed, in seminars, one-

on-one with counselor/ teachers)? 

Probes: 

 Why is it important to go to college 

 Information about different types of colleges (public/ private; 2 yr/ 4 yr) 

 General information about how parents can get involved or what to expect 

 Preparation: required courses and admission procedures to follow 

 Specific types of information to search for and where to find it 

 Important deadlines, help in writing essays, application process (admission or 

employment), financial aid workshops/ information, college fairs/ visits 

 

   7a. Did other community agencies, organizations, or programs your child was  

       involved in provide information about postsecondary options? 

 

Probe: If so, what specific type of information was provided?  What agency 

provided it? Was it helpful? 

 

8. Did the school or other organizations provide any information about how to 

decide which postsecondary option to choose?  If so, was the information 

provided in English only, or was it also available in Spanish and/ or other 

languages? 

 

Next, let’s talk about your involvement in helping your child choose a postsecondary 

option.  Parents are involved in helping their child choose a postsecondary option in 

a variety of ways, depending on their time and experiences.  Sometimes parents help 

their child by generally supporting them in the process.  Other times, parents are 

involved in more specific ways such as helping them complete forms, going with 

them to college visits, talking to counselors and teachers, etc. 

 

9. When did your child first start thinking seriously about their options after high 

school?  Do you recall how old s/he was?  What specifically did you talk about?  

Who started the conversation?  What actions if any did you take after this 

conversation? 

 

10. How have you been involved in your child’s postsecondary options search?  

What have you done?  What kinds of things did you focus on? 
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Probes: 

 Academic preparation (courses, taking tests) 

 Career goals 

 Types of postsecondary institutions they might consider 

 Costs, financial aid; scholarship information 

 

10a. Has your involvement changed over time?  If so, how (i.e. more involved as 

child moved closer to decision, less involved over time, or about the same)? 

 

If your child plans to attend college, what information about colleges did you 

review or see?  [If they cannot answer this question, ask: What information 

were you interested in?] 

 Academic 

 Location 

 Type of institution 

 Affordability 

 Social 

 Outcomes 

 Personal 

 Athletic 

 Residential accommodations 

 

12. Was there any information you were looking for, but could not find? 

 

13. Was there any information you found confusing or hard to understand?  What  

      specifically? [Probe: application process, financial aid, cost information, forms, 

      etc.] 

 

14. What type of information about postsecondary options did you think was MOST  

      IMPORTANT? What did your child think was MOST IMPORTANT? 

 

15. Do you recall where you looked for information about postsecondary  

      institutions? 

Probe: school resources, resources at home, or resources other than school and home?  

What specific school/ home resources?  Do you have a computer or Internet access at 

home? 

 

16. Based on what you learned/ are learning as your child chooses a postsecondary   

      pathway, what kind of information do you think parents like you need to see or   

      know? 

 

17. Do you have any other relatives (i.e. nephews, nieces, siblings, aunts, uncles, or 

parents) or friends whose children have attended, will attend, or graduated from 

college?  Did they help your child with the postsecondary decision-making 

process?  Tell me more about what they said or did. 
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18.  Do you have older children who have already gone through the postsecondary  

decision-making process?  If yes, did they help your younger child(ren) make the 

decision/ look for postsecondary institutions?  In what ways did they help? 

 

Probe: helping them with the Internet or other types of searches, application process, 

financial aid, college visits, writing essays, completing financial aid forms, encouraging 

your child? 

 

Financial Aid: 

 

19. Did you talk to your child about the cost of their postsecondary choice?  How  

      much did you understand about these costs? 

 

Probes:  

 How did the topic come up? 

 Did you raise it or did your child raise it? 

 When did you have this discussion—what year was the child in high school? 

 Was this a hard topic to talk about or not? 

 

20. Did you talk about how much the family was able to afford? 

 

20a. Did the topic of sharing these costs come up? 

  

20b. What did you decide about sharing costs? Is your child working full time or part  

 time to assist with costs? 

 

     21. Did you help your child complete federal financial aid forms? What part did you 

do? 

 

     21a. What did you think about the forms? 

     21b. On a scale of 1-10, with 1 being easy and 10 being most difficult, how easy or  

 difficult 

would you say it was to complete the form? 

     21c. Did you have any difficulty understanding the instructions?  The questions? 

     21d. Did your child complete the form online or use a hard copy? 

 

     22. Do you think the form could be improved?  How? 

 

     23. Are there any other comments or suggestions you would like to share about the 

           postsecondary decision-making process? 

 

    24. Complete this statement: The one thing that would make the postsecondary 

          decision-making process easier for my child is ___________________________. 

 


