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ABSTRACT 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIOLOGICAL FACTORS ASSOCIATE WITH FIRST-YEAR 
AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS’ ENROLLMENT IN HISTORICALLY BLACK 

COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES 

Vickie Gale Bridgeman 

April 23, 2021 

Despite the long struggle to gain access, African Americans always have valued 

education.  Historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) were established to 

educate Blacks. The racial integration of predominately White institutions (non-HBCUs) 

in the 1960s led to decreased enrollments in HBCUs and challenged their relevance. The 

purpose of this study is to discover what factors influence African American students to 

choose an HBCU today. 

Quantitative, secondary survey data methods were used to conduct the study. 

African American students at HBCUs and non-HBCUs participated in the survey. 

Consistent with generally accepted approaches in analyzing student college choice, this 

study utilized logistic regression to isolate the relationships between independent 

variables and dependent variables after controlling for other variables. 

Influences affecting Black students’ college choice fell into three main categories: 

student characteristics, economic factors, and sociological factors. Students’ high school 

grade point averages were one primary predictor for selecting an HBCU. Other 

influences were found in students’ socioeconomic backgrounds. Policymakers, 
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counselors, and teachers must understand that while financial aid is important, it is not 

always the greatest influence when African American students are choosing a college. It 

is important for those working with African American students to understand multiple 

factors in order to give optimal support in the decision process. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Postsecondary education of Black Americans lags behind postsecondary 

education of White Americans (Duncan, 2013; Snyder et al., 2017; Strayhorn & Terrell, 

2010). According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2015 44.5% of White 

Americans age 18-24 were enrolled in degree-granting postsecondary institutions, while 

the percentage for Black Americans was 36.1%. (Snyder et al., 2017, Table 302.62). The 

same NCES report found that 55.9% of White full-time bachelor’s degree-seeking 

students at four-year postsecondary institutions graduated within five years of initial 

enrollment, while for Black students the percentage was 29.1%. (Snyder et al., 2017, 

Table 326.10). 

Enslavement of Blacks in the United States, followed by a century of denied 

access to schools of choice, gave rise to a post-secondary American educational 

landscape unique for Blacks. That history, which Chapter II will summarize, gave rise to 

a formal designation in the Higher Education Act of 1965 for historically Black colleges 

and universities (HBCUs). The Act defined an HBCU as “…any historically black 

college or university that was established prior to 1964, whose principal mission was, and 

is, the education of black Americans, and that is accredited by a nationally recognized 

accrediting agency or association determined by the Secretary [of Education] to be a 

reliable authority as to the quality of training offered or is, according to such an agency or 

association, making reasonable progress toward accreditation.” For today’s Black high 

school graduate choosing a four-year college, HBCUs stand as an educational option the 

student will consider as an alternative to non-HBCUs, often denominated PWIs 
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(predominantly White institutions). This dissertation seeks to explore, understand, and 

explain the considerations that underlie a college-bound Black student's choice to enter 

either an HBCU or a non-HBCU. Both enrollment options offer advantages and include 

drawbacks, which this dissertation will explore.  

Making the better choice – HBCU or non-HBCU – has the potential for 

optimizing the student’s prospects for completing his or her degree and for 

accomplishments in later life. The value of postsecondary education only begins with 

college enrollment. Realizing full value requires persistence to graduation, followed by 

further learning, development, and achievement. This may involve postgraduate degrees 

and will culminate in a lifetime of productive and socially responsible adult conduct 

informed by education. 

The current education disparity by race correlates to measures of personal well-

being. For example, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, the median income in 2016 for 

White households was $65,041, compared to a $39,490 median income for Black 

households (Semega et al., 2017). This dissertation hopes to help guide high school 

counselors, parents, college recruiters, college admissions officers, and the college-bound 

students themselves toward the enrollment decisions most likely to yield productive 

postsecondary experiences, degree completions, and successful value-producing lives. 

The Attainment Gaps 

Colleges and universities in the U.S. are more racially, ethnically, and culturally 

diverse today than in the past, but significant gaps continue across racial and ethnic 

groups (Strayhorn, 2010). Gaps continue between minorities and Whites both for 

enrollments and for graduations. According to the U.S. Department of Education’s 
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National Center for Education Statistics (2017), 14.6 million students were enrolled in 

public and 5.4 million students were enrolled in private colleges in 2015 (Snyder et al., 

2017, Table 301.10). The same study found that for recent high school graduates, 71.3% 

of Whites in 2015 were enrolled in two-year or four-year colleges, while the percentage 

for Blacks was 55.6% (Table 302.20). The race disparity for postsecondary education 

widens after enrollment. For students enrolled in baccalaureate programs in 2011, NCES 

numbers showed that 59% were White and 14.4% were Black (Snyder et al., 2017, Table 

306.20). Graduation statistics four years later, in 2015, showed that 66.5% of bachelor’s 

degrees were awarded to Whites, and 10.6% to Blacks (Snyder et al., 2017, Table 

322.20). 

A study by Strayhorn and Terrell (2010) found that when Blacks do move on 

from high school to postsecondary institutions, they tend to enroll more in two-year 

colleges, less selective four-year colleges, and minority serving colleges (HBCUs). 

Strayhorn and Terrell note, “In addition, two thirds of all Black men who start college do 

not graduate within six years after initial enrollment…, the lowest graduation rate among 

both sexes and all racial/ethnic groups” (p. 2). 

Underlying the gap between Black and White educational attainment are 

disparities in family financial resources. About 82% of high school students from high-

income families enroll in college, compared to 52% of graduates from low-income 

families (NCES, 2015), and household incomes, as noted above, have a partial reflection 

in race. Low family financial resources impact negatively on college readiness, college 

enrollment, and college completion. Owens (2017), writing about inequalities in 

elementary and secondary school preparation, notes that “income segregation between 
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school districts creates inequality within economic and social resources available to 

advantaged and disadvantaged students. … Considering both income and race jointly, 

high-income families live in affluent districts created by income segregation; black 

families live in districts more similar to low-income white families. Results indicated that 

spatial inequalities created by income segregation between school districts contribute to 

achievement gaps between the advantaged and disadvantaged students” (p. 1-27). 

The National Center for Education Statistics, in its report on the 2015 Average 

National Assessment of Education Progress, documented racial gaps in math, reading, 

and science achievement among 12th graders, as measured by standardized tests. Average 

math scores showed a 30-point gap between Whites (160) and Blacks (130). The gap in 

reading scores was almost as wide: Whites (295), Blacks (266). The gap in science scores 

was wider: Whites (160), Blacks (125). The average ACT score for White students was 

22.3. For Blacks, 16.9. On average, Whites scored higher than Blacks in all areas of the 

SAT: 529 vs. 431 in reading, 534 vs.428 in math, and 513 vs. 418 in writing. White and 

Black grade point average data from NCES (2011) showed 3.09 for Whites and 2.69 for 

Blacks. The achievement gaps evidenced by these scores are only one indicator of college 

readiness, but the scores weigh heavily in college enrollment and college choice, and as a 

predictor for college success (Snyder, 2018). 

In addition to its impact on the measures of academic achievement, income 

segregation in elementary and secondary years means that relatively fewer Blacks are 

schooled in settings where college aspirations are constantly encouraged and given 

support. Diminished motivation is further eroded by financial stresses, which, on average, 

are more acute for Blacks than for Whites. Reductions in college loan programs after the 
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2008 recession raised the financial barriers even higher. Under 2011 adjustments to the 

Federal PLUS loan program, more families have had a harder time financing education, 

and more students have either had to forgo college enrollment or drop out before college 

completion (Carter, 2018; Miller 2017). U.S. economic recovery following the 2008 

recession enabled some restoration of student aid. The 2019 FUTURE (Fostering 

Undergraduate Talent by Unlocking Resources for Education) Act allocated an additional 

$25 million in funding for Federal Pell grants, awarded to undergraduate students who 

display exceptional financial need. 

Benefits of Higher Education 

Most students who acquire postsecondary education gain access to a wide range 

of personal, financial, and other lifetime benefits. The education disparity for Blacks 

denies these benefits, at a cost not only to the Black community but also to all Americans. 

Taxpayers and society as a whole benefit directly and indirectly when citizens have 

access to higher education. Some students have full access to higher education and some 

have partial access, especially when it comes to particular institutions. This partial access 

can depend on the individual’s academic, financial, and parental socioeconomic status. 

For much of the last century, Americans have considered college education the primary 

vehicle enabling upward mobility. Recent data have shown a positive correlation between 

higher education and higher earning for all racial/ethnic groups. For instance, the 

National Center for Education Statistics (2016) reported that the median earnings with a 

bachelor’s degree is $49,900, significantly more than the $30,000 earned by high school 

graduates, or the $25,000 earned by those who did not complete high school. According 

to Ma, Pender, and Welch in Education Pays 2016, in 2015, 4% of bachelor’s degree 



6 

recipients age 25 and older lived-in poverty, compared with 13% of those whose highest 

degree was a high school diploma (p. 4). 

The benefits of higher education are shared by individual students and their 

society. Higher earnings of educated workers generate higher tax payments at the local, 

state and federal levels. Ma et al. (2016) reported that four-year college graduates pay on 

average 91% more in taxes each year than do high school graduates, and “Spending on 

social support programs such as unemployment compensation, the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and Medicaid is much lower for individuals with 

higher levels of education” (p. 8). 

On average, lifetime wage earnings for an individual with a bachelor’s degree are 

$1.1 million higher than for an individual with only a high school diploma (Carnevale, 

Smith, & Strohl, 2010). Compounding the advantage in direct wage earnings, college 

graduates enjoy the more generous benefits that come with higher-paying jobs. 

According to Ma et al. (2016), “In 2015, 43% of high school graduates working full time 

year-round in the private sector were offered a retirement plan, compared with 52% of 

those whose highest degree was a bachelor’s degree” (p. 31). And among the latter group, 

66% received employer-provided health insurance coverage in 2015, compared to 54% 

for those whose highest degree was the high school diploma (p. 32). 

Beyond the benefits that derive directly from better jobs, college education 

confers or at least correlates to other qualities that serve both the college graduate and the 

community at large. Mayhew et al. in How College Affects Students, Volume 3 (2016) 

reported a 22-percentile point increase in moral reasoning scores over the span of four 

years spent in college enrollment (p. 355). Mayhew et al. also found a 17 or 18 percentile 
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point average gain over four years of college in critical thinking skills, a measure of 

cognitive growth (p. 145). These improvements help explain several behavioral 

differences that distinguish college graduates from those whose education stopped with 

high school. Ma et al. (2016) reported that in 2014, cigarette smoking rates were 8% for 

four-year college graduates but 26% for high school graduates (p. 36). That same year, 

62% of those holding at least a bachelor’s degree but only 40% of high school graduates 

reported meeting or surpassing the federal guidelines for minimal weekly physical and 

aerobic activity (p. 37). Not coincidentally, Ma et al. reported that for the range of years 

2011-2014, obesity rates for college graduates were 26% lower for men and 40% lower 

for women than the corresponding obesity rates for high school graduates. 

A college education contributes to the public good in a variety of ways. Civic 

involvement, as measured by rates of volunteer activity, is much higher for college 

graduates. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics study Volunteering in the United 

States 2015, 39% of college graduates reported volunteering in 2015, compared to 16% 

of high school graduates. Voting rates also correlate strongly to education level. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in the 2012 Presidential election, 77% of those 

with a bachelor’s degree or higher voted, but only 38% of those whose highest degree 

was a high school diploma. 

The benefits of higher education are critical in the ever-changing economy and 

society. As the U.S. transforms from a manufacturing-based economy to an economy 

based on knowledge, college serves as the gateway to better options and more 

opportunity. Individuals who participate in higher education can expect to see financial 
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returns along with personal and intellectual gains, and as these individuals benefit, so too 

does the society of which they are contributing members. 

HBCUs vs. Non-HBCUs 

High school graduates moving on to college typically seek the rewards that 

college completion tends to provide. However, by the statistical measures noted earlier, 

many Black Americans will enter college relatively lacking in important resources that 

correlate to college success. Against this backdrop of resource constraints, Black high 

school graduates entering a four-year college will choose either an HBCU or a non-

HBCU. Many factors go into that decision (Eagan, 2015; Perna, 2000, 2006, 2007), and 

analysis and discussion of those factors constitute Chapters III and IV of this dissertation. 

Pros and cons for the HBCU vs. non-HBCU decision cut across four constructs 

used widely in social science studies. The first of these constructs is the idea of human 

capital, the individual competencies, knowledge and personality attributes one possesses 

which enable one to perform labor to produce economic value (Garcia, 2014). Second is 

social capital, the supportive ties or relationships with individuals who share valuable 

resources and privileges that can promote advancement within society (Stanton-Salazar, 

1997). Third is cultural capital, the acquisition of the tastes, preferences and norms that 

confer higher status and provide greater access in a class society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977). Finally, there is financial capital, especially important for college choice due to 

rising costs and the decline in financial aid that combine to enlarge the net cost burden 

that low-income families face. 

HBCUs have historically accumulated fewer financial resources than other 

colleges. Endowments and alumni giving are lower at HBCUs. By contrast, many non-
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HBCUs have created affordability programs in an effort to remove the financial barriers 

that in the past have prevented students from lower socioeconomic strata from attending 

college. Some of these programs began with elite institutions such as Stanford and 

Harvard, where administrators enabled students from families making less than a certain 

annual income to attend college free. Other schools are making a commitment that any 

student who qualifies for financial aid will graduate debt free. So, enrollment in a non-

HBCU often becomes the more affordable choice for a student’s initial financial outlay. 

For Black college freshmen, however, first year enrollment translates to a four-

year degree at a rate significantly lower than the completion rate for Whites. In a 2012 

paper published by the Frederick D. Patterson Research Institute, United Negro College 

Fund, Richards and Awokoya examined data from the National Center for Education 

Statistics’ Integrated Postsecondary Data System (IPEDS) for the 2008-2009 academic 

year. The authors concluded that for entering Black freshmen who were comparable in 

their financial resources and pre-college academic achievement, HBCUs graduate these 

students at a rate 14% higher than the rate for non-HBCUs. A newer NCES study, “Status 

and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups 2018,” found that in 2016, 

although Black enrollment at HBCUs accounted for only 9 percent of overall Black 

enrollment in post-secondary institutions, HBCUs conferred 14 percent of all bachelor’s 

degrees awarded to Blacks (de Brey et al., 2019).  

Contributing to the favorable outcomes at HBCUs are some sociocultural 

positives for Blacks in the campus environment at HBCUs and corresponding negatives 

at non-HBCUs. Research has shown that HBCUs are more welcoming and supportive 

environments for Blacks than are non-HBCUs. “HBCUs tend to operate on a family 
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model where faculty and staff act as surrogate parents to nurture and support their 

students, many of whom they perceive as their own kids” (Strayhorn & Terrell, 2010, p. 

2). Strayhorn and Terrell also found that Black students attending non-HBCUs often 

experience alienation and are not engaged on campus. Some Blacks attending private 

non-HBCUs complain of lack of access to student support services, express 

discontentment with their social experiences, and experience racism and hostility 

(Strayhorn & Terrell, 2010). Solorzano, Ceja and Yosso (2000) found that Blacks 

attending elite non-HBCUs experience more racial microaggressions, which are defined 

as unconscious and subtle forms of racism. 

With regard to attainments during and after college years, other indicators point to 

differences that reflect favorably on HBCUs. HBCUs enroll about 14% of all Black 

students (Bigg, 2009), but Dexter Mullins (2013), citing a study undertaken by former 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology chancellor Philip Clay, reports that HBCUs 

produce 18% of all Black engineers, 31% of Black scientists and mathematicians, and 

42% of Black agricultural scientists. More than 70% of Black dentists and physicians 

received their degree from HBCUs. 

Conceptual Framework 

Two college choice models have helped to frame this study. First, Hossler and 

Gallagher’s (1987) college choice model specifies three stages in the choice process: the 

predisposition phase (a student decides whether to attend or not to attend); the search 

phase (a student searches for information about college); and the choice phase (the 

student makes a choice). This study focuses on the third stage, the decision students make 

regarding which college to attend. The research examines Black students’ background 
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characteristics, especially the economic (financial resources) and sociological (i.e., 

cultural and social capital) factors. Second, Perna (2006) proposed a multilevel 

conceptual model. The model draws on multiple theoretical perspectives and situates the 

decision-making process within several layers of context: (1) habitus; (2) school and 

community; (3) higher education context, and (4) social, economic, and policy. This 

combined or integrated model draws on both economic and sociological perspectives and 

assumes that students’ educational decisions are determined, at least in part, by their 

habitus, or the system of values and beliefs that shapes an individual’s views and 

interpretations (Paulsen, 2001; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; Perna, 2000; St. John, Asker, & 

Hu, 2001; St. John et al., 2005). A key strength of the integrated conceptual model is the 

assumption that the pattern of educational attainment is not universal but may vary 

depending upon racial/ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds (Paulsen & St. John, 2002; 

St. John, Asker, & Hu, 2001). This approach addresses the concern raised by some 

scholars that policy interventions will not effectively close gaps in student college choice 

without recognizing the culture and circumstances of a particular group (Freeman, 1997).  

Research Questions 

This dissertation focuses specifically on Black students and the factors 

influencing the choice they make to enroll either at an HBCU or at a non-HBCU. The 

study examines the following research questions: 

1. To what extent do certain student background characteristics (e.g., gender, high

school type, accepted in first choice, first generation, board scores, degree

aspiration, institution control, high school grade) predict the choice to attend an

HBCU for African American students, controlling for other key factors?



12 

2. To what extent do certain economic factors (e.g., parent income, financial

concern, need-base grant education) predict the choice to attend an HBCU for

African American students, controlling for key factors?

3. To what extent do certain sociological factors (e.g., parent influence, teacher

influence, counselor influence, race composition in high school, race composition

in neighborhood, parent education) predict the choice to attend an HBCU for

African American students, controlling for other key factors?

Definitions 

To assist with understanding the study, the following terms are defined. 

African American or Black: a person having ancestral origins in any of the Black racial 

groups of Africa (Planty, Hussar, & Snyder, 2009). 

College choice: enrollment in 4-year HBCUs or non-HBCUs as of 2015. 

Student aspirations: the wishes or desires expressing an individual’s hopes about the 

future (Chapman, 1981). 

Cultural capital: the system of factors such as knowledge, skills, and education that 

establish relative advantage and status in society. Parents provide their children with 

cultural capital by transmitting the attitudes and knowledge needed to succeed in the 

current education system (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Economic factors: the model that posits that an individual makes decision about attending 

college by comparing the benefits with the cost for all possible alternatives and then 

selecting the alternatives with the greatest net benefits, given the individual’s personal 

tastes and preferences (Hossler et al., 1989; Manski & Wise, 1983). 
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Habitus: the internalized systems of thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions acquired from the 

immediate environment, conditions and individuals’ expectations, attitudes, and 

aspirations (Bourdieu & Passerson, 1990; McDonough, 1997). 

 High school types: (a) public: a community or district that constitutes a system of free 

public education including primary and secondary schools. 

(b) private: a school that is maintained by a private group rather than by the government, 

usually charging tuition and following a particular philosophy, viewpoint, etc.   

(c) magnet: a public school with specialized courses or curricula. 

(d) charter: a funded independent school established by teachers, parents or community 

groups with local or national authority. 

 (e) home school: one’s student educated at home instead of sending him or her to school. 

Historically Black colleges and university (HBCU): postsecondary institutions 

established prior to 1964, whose principal mission is the education of Black Americans 

(Planty et al., 2009). 

Human capital: knowledge, talent, and skills possessed by individuals acquired through 

formal schooling and on-the-job-training (Paulsen, 2001, 1998). 

Social Capital: inclusion in and maintenance of social networks, established by an 

individual’s relationships with others and through organizational memberships (Perna, 

2006). 

Sociological factors: typically emphasize the way in which socioeconomic background 

characteristics influence student decisions (Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001). 
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Summary of Chapter I 

A student’s decision to attend college derives from many factors including race, 

gender, academic preparation, and college selection. Academic and financial limitations 

can be a particular problem for Black students. The purpose of this study is to provide 

additional research on Blacks and their decision to attend a particular type of four-year 

institution (HBCU or non-HBCU). College administrators, admission officers, and high 

school counselors can benefit from increased understanding of the factors that are 

associated with or that impact Black students’ institutional choice. 

Organization of the Dissertation 

The first chapter introduces the study, purpose of the study, significance of the 

study, conceptual framework, and research questions. Chapter II examines the college 

choice models and sociological and economic perspectives that influence college choice. 

Chapter III describes the research methods used in the study, including sampling 

techniques, instrumentation, data collection, and analysis procedures. Chapter IV 

provides the results of the study. Chapter V discusses implications for future research. 
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CHAPTER II 

College Choice 

The college choice literature spans more than 50 years of empirical research. The 

literature has provided theoretical frameworks and models of college choice that explain 

the process that students engage in, and the factors that influence students’ decisions to 

enroll in institutions of higher education. Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989) 

applied the term “college choice” to an individual’s decision (a) to pursue or not pursue 

higher education, (b) to enroll in a 4-year institution or to enroll in one conferring a lesser 

degree or certificate, (c) to enroll in a selective institution, and (d) to choose a specific 

institution over other alternatives. In McDonough’s 1997 study, the term also 

encompasses the student’s choice of public versus private institutions, more expensive 

versus less expensive institutions, first-choice versus lower-choice institutions, and the 

“right” college from a choice set. In studies of college choice, researchers have developed 

constructs applying various perspectives, particularly, economic, personal, and 

sociological. The current study, following the literature and applying similar 

perspectives, examines college choice in a specific context. This study restricts its focus 

to the choice made by African Americans to select either an HBCU or a non-HBCU for 

full-time enrollment in a four-year institution. 

In this chapter, I examine the theoretical frameworks for college choice and the 

existing college choice models. Next, I provide some background information on 

HBCUs, the college alternative that Black Americans, especially, will consider as an 
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option for their post-secondary education. Finally, I summarize research that recognizes 

how economic, personal, and sociological considerations in the process weigh differently 

for Black Americans as compared to White Americans engaged in college choice. 

Restricting my focus to Black Americans entering four-year college programs, I hope to 

create the context for which data collected on the HBCU vs. non-HBCU college choice 

decision will become meaningful. 

Traditional Models 

The most widely used college choice model identifies three general stages: 

predisposition, search, and choice (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). This model considers the 

sequence of factors that impact the decision-making process and the role of external 

resources. This is the most widely used college choice model, but other researchers also 

paved the way. Twenty years prior to the establishment of Hossler and Gallagher’s 

model, sociologists (Sewell & Shah, 1967) examined the influence of socioeconomic 

status and intelligence on enrollment and persistence in higher education. Chapman 

(1981) provided a general model of college choice that explored how the process differed 

or what was similar for various types of students. Recently, Garcia (2014) looked at 

college choice in the context of social mobility and family educational attainment. 

Students were examined by their family income, high school size, quality of the school, 

and resources that were available at the school. These models and frameworks, although 

not as widely used as Hossler and Gallagher’s, have shown promise in helping to 

understand college choice with finer granularity. Chapman (1981) investigated the 

influence of family financial resources in assigning varying weights in the college choice 

process to tuition price, availability of financial aid, and campus location. Garcia (2014) 
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explicitly acknowledged (p. 10) her dependence on the conceptual model presented in 

2006 by Laura Perna, a model whose breadth and flexibility allow consideration of many 

factors (e.g., public policy, college recruitment practices, high school environment, etc.) 

in attempts to explain an individual’s college choice. Collectively, the frameworks for 

analyzing college choice consider contributing factors that can be grouped into three 

general categories: economic, student, and sociological. I will use these groupings in the 

summaries that follow. 

Economic Factors 

Economic theory posits that individuals compare the costs and benefits of all 

possible alternatives and then select the one alternative with the greatest net benefit that 

meets the individuals’ preferences (Hossler et al., 1989; Manski & Wise, 1983). Garcia’s 

2014 college choice study includes economic measures: family income, perceived 

importance of costs and financial aid, and expected living expenses. Economic theory 

aids in understanding the college choice process. This theoretical perspective helps focus 

discussions by comparing alternatives available to achieve the desired educational 

objectives (Klevorick, 1975).  

The economic approach to college choice suggests that human capital (Becker, 

1962) and supply-and-demand theory are the basis by which college enrollment decisions 

are made. As stated in Chapter I, human capital refers to an individual’s competencies, 

knowledge, and personality attributes that enable him or her to perform labor that 

produces economic value (Becker, 1962; Garcia, 2014). Through education as well as 

through experience, an individual acquires these attributes. 
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Human capital theory suggests that individuals decide to invest time, effort and 

money if they expect this investment will be rewarded by higher future earnings. Becker 

(1962) theorized that education is an investment in human capital. The individual would 

compare the cost and benefits, making the decision that best aligns with the individual’s 

preferences (Hossler et al., 1989; Manski & Wise, 1983). Human capital theorists suggest 

that a student’s academic choices reflect individual differences in expectations, tastes, 

preferences, and degree of certainty regarding college enrollment decisions (DesJardins 

et al., 2006; Manski & Wise, 1983).  

Supply and demand theory provides a theoretical framework for understanding 

how a student decides which institution type to attend. According to this perspective, the 

demand for higher education is related inversely to price. Individuals weigh the costs and 

benefits of investing economic resources in addition to their ability to finance their 

education. The central tenet of the human capital model is the expected cost of attending 

college. The likelihood of enrolling in college and the type of college in which a student 

enrolls are related to tuition and cost (Avery & Hoxby, 2004; Kane, 2010). Research 

shows that enrollment in colleges and universities declines when tuition increases (Heller, 

1999; Kane, 2010, St. John et al., 2005).  

Leslie and Brinkman (1987) reviewed 25 studies examining the connection 

between tuition and college enrollment by type and control and found that all students are 

sensitive to tuition costs. For example, it was estimated that every $100 increase reduced 

enrollments between 1.8 and 2.4 percentage points. Heller (1997) reviewed 10 tuition 

enrollment studies and found a pattern consistent with Leslie and Brinkman. Heller 

concluded that every tuition increase of $100 leads to a decline in enrollment from 0.5 to 
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1.0 percentage points. Researchers typically include separate measures of tuition and 

financial aid, rather than the net price (Ellwood & Kane, 2000; Heller, 1997).  

Edward St. John and Michael Paulsen have published multiple studies examining 

the economic factors that contribute to college choice. Their joint 2005 study considered 

not only initial enrollments but also how tuition and other financial factors influence 

students’ decisions to persist. They found that each additional thousand dollars of tuition 

decreased the probability of persistence by about 12% (St. John et al., 2005). 

The cost of education is continually rising in the United States, but assessing this 

trend requires a nuanced analysis. According to The College Board, for the 2018-19 

academic year, the average published cost of tuition and fee prices for full-time in-state 

students in public four-year institutions ranged from $8,600 at bachelor’s institutions and 

$8,850 at master’s institutions to $11,120 at public doctoral institutions. The average 

published tuition and fees price for full-time out-of-state students at public four-year 

institutions is as much as three times the price for in-state students. The average out-of-

state tuition and fees price increased from $25,670 in 2017-18 to $26,290 in 2018-19. 

The average published tuition and fees price for 2018-19 at private non-profit institutions 

was $35,830 in 2018-19, as much as four times the average published in-state price at 

public four-year institutions (Ma et al., 2018). 

If trends in the cost of college are looked at not by published prices but instead by 

actual average net prices paid, with inflation considered, the picture changes 

dramatically. Writing for the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis in 2014, Scott A. Walla 

found that when the offsets of financial aid are considered, the cost of college in constant 

dollars remained essentially unchanged between 1978 and 2013 (Walla, 2014). Analysis 
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by The College Board generally confirmed Walla’s findings, although modest increases 

in average net dollar costs have appeared over the last five years (Ma et al., 2018). In 

constant dollars, after offsets, the average annual net tuition and fees paid by an in-state 

student at a public four-year institution rose from $3,390 to $3,740 between 2013-14 and 

2018-19. At private institutions, the increase was from $13,380 to $14,610. The tighter 

pinch experienced by today’s families faced with financing college is real, but it derives 

largely from the failure of average incomes to keep pace with inflation. 

With tuition costs reaching and sometimes exceeding median family incomes, 

families are concerned regarding affordability. For many students, the direct cost of 

attendance is reduced by financial aid. The influence of financial aid is one of the most 

widely researched in the college choice process, primarily because of its implications for 

institutional, state, and federal policy (Chapman, 1981). The central goal of financial aid 

is to provide equal educational opportunities to students regardless of financial ability. 

Financial aid promotes educational opportunities in terms of access and college choice 

(Kim, 2004). Equal opportunity of college choice must be achieved by offering financial 

aid to help with the cost of attending a particular institution. Braxton (1990) found a 

positive relationship between financial aid and selection of a particular college or 

university. According to Braxton, receipt of financial aid increases the chances that an 

accepted applicant will enroll by 8.5%. In August 2006, American Behavioral Scientist 

devoted an entire number to student financial aid and public policy. In their contribution 

to that number, Amaury Nora and colleagues at the University of Houston observed that 

financial aid has positive effects for retention beyond the dollars it provides. Financial aid 

gives students the freedom to more fully engage in academics and in college 
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extracurricular activities, and these engagements correlate strongly with college 

persistence. 

Although economic theories are useful in helping one to understand the student 

college choice process, they cannot in isolation explain how financial decisions are made. 

Perna cites DesJardins and Toutkoushian (2005) in noting that different individuals, 

given the same quantifications of benefits and costs, will assess them differently due to 

different tolerances for risk (Perna, 2006). Again, citing DesJardins and Toutkoushian, 

Perna also notes that information about costs and benefits is not always equally available 

to all individuals (Perna, 2006, p. 108). Such limitations in financial modeling have given 

impetus to studies of college choice that explore more than just cost-benefit 

considerations. As noted by Garcia (2014), an individual’s decision to enroll in a 

particular institution can be influenced by non-financial factors, particularly those that are 

personal to the student herself or himself, or are sociological (Garcia, 2014). 

Student Factors 

Academic preparation correlates with college enrollment and persistence 

(Adelman, 1999). Research suggests that the higher a student’s level of academic 

preparation, the greater the likelihood that the student will enroll in a four-year rather 

than a two-year institution. Studies show that the student’s academic ability, as reflected 

in standardized test scores, and achievement (i.e., grade point average) have a great effect 

on a student’s decision to enroll in college (Hossler & Gallager, 1987). Admissions to 

four-year colleges and universities are based on student grade point average, scores on 

standardized college entrance exams, and level of academic coursework. Researchers 

indicate that the single most important predictor of college enrollment is academic 
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preparation (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Ellwood & Kane, 2000; Perna, 2000, 2006). In 

her 2006 review of academic preparation, Perna found that the quality of the high school 

curriculum is the most important predictor of college enrollment. Research has shown 

that individuals with greater achievement are more likely to attain higher levels of 

education by either enrolling in a four-year college or university or enrolling in a high-

cost institution (Ellwood & Kane, 2000; Hearn, 1988; Perna, 2000, 2006). 

Academic achievement in some studies is measured by test scores (Ellwood & 

Kane, 2000; Perna, 2000, 2006; Perna & Titus, 2004, 2005) and by high school grades 

(Ellwood & Kane, 2000; Hossler et al., 1998; Hossler & Stage, 1992; Perna, 2006). 

Adelman (1999) stated that the highest level of coursework completed is a better 

indicator of academic preparation. Perna and Titus (2004, 2005) measured the quality of 

academic preparation by the highest level of mathematics coursework. St. John (2003) 

measured academic preparation by using the College Qualification Index. In his study, he 

divided students into three groups based on their qualification score: not college 

qualified, minimally/somewhat college qualified, and highly/very highly qualified. His 

descriptive findings showed that only 53% of low-income students were college 

qualified, compared to 68% of middle-income and 86% of high-income students. 

Additionally, 52% of the low-income students who qualified for college enrolled in a 

four-year college, compared to 83% of high-income students. St. John noted (p. 160) that 

“larger percentages of African Americans and Hispanics than Whites are from families 

with low incomes,” and thus, predictably, a smaller percentage of Black and Hispanic 

students were college-ready upon reaching the end of their secondary schooling, and 

college-ready Blacks and Hispanics were less likely to enroll in a four-year college. The 
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correlations for readiness and enrollments, St. John concluded, were with family income, 

not with race or ethnicity. 

Researchers have found gender patterns in the college choice decision. Perna and 

Titus (2005) reported that women are more likely than men to enroll in four-year 

institutions after high school graduation. The Johnson, Stewart, & Eberly (1991) study on 

college choice revealed that men rated extracurricular activities, athletics programs, and 

friends as more important in choosing a college than did women; women rated academic 

reputation, quality of available programs, friendliness of the university/college, campus 

beauty, and proximity to home and family as more important than did men. Valadez 

(1998) examined the race, class, and gender differences of students who applied to 

college. The results revealed that on average, females applying to college could draw on 

greater educational and parental resources than could males. Jacob (2002) explored 

gender gaps in college enrollment and found that men were more likely to enroll in 

selective institutions when scores were high on standardized tests. 

Psychological considerations also influence enrollment and college choice 

decisions. Tolerance for risk is a psychological factor in a student’s college decisions. 

Like the student attribute of academic college readiness, tolerance for financial risk has 

correlations to family income. When family resources, scholarships, grants, and part-time 

wages do not combine to cover college costs, loans become necessary. Some students 

confidently expect future income will generate the money needed to pay off those loans. 

Less confident students will postpone or forgo college, or they will enroll while 

simultaneously taking jobs with so many work hours that full-time course loads become 
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unsustainable. In order to better understand the factors that influence tolerance for risk, 

one needs to turn to sociological theory (Garcia, 2014).  

Sociological Factors 

Sociological factors typically emphasize the ways in which parental education and 

family/school influences impact student decisions to enroll in higher education (Perna, 

2006). Sociological approaches evolve from the traditional status attainment models in 

the 1970s and 1980s that emphasized the constructs of cultural and social capital (Perna, 

2006). 

As stated in Chapter I, parents provide their children with cultural capital by 

transmitting the attitudes and knowledge needed to succeed in the current education 

system (Bourdieu, 1986). The educational background of parents has been shown to have 

a significant impact on an individual’s decision to participate in higher education and to 

choose a particular institution. Students with parents who have received a bachelor’s 

degree or advanced degrees are more likely to attend an institution of higher education, 

while students whose parents do not have any postsecondary education are less likely to 

enroll in a college or university (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2001). Hossler and Stage (1992) 

found that the parents’ education level was positively related to high expectations of the 

students, high grade point average, and student involvement in extracurricular activities. 

Research found that those students whose parents have college education are more likely 

to begin the college selection process earlier than those students whose parents have no 

college education (Shankle, 2009).  

Using the same data regarding access to higher education institutions by students 

from different parental educational levels, Astin and Oseguera (2004) reported that 



25 

students from highly educated parents outnumbered first-generation students seven to one 

(62% vs. 9%).  Students whose parents’ education falls in the middle level previously 

made up half the entering freshmen classes at highly selective institutions, but these 

students now are outnumbered two to one by students with highly educated parents 

(Astin & Oseguera, 2004).  

In selecting a college, students are strongly persuaded by comments from their 

family, peers and friends. In an early study, Johnson and Chapman (1979) reported that 

family and friends influence students in three ways. Family and friends can shape a 

student’s expectations of what a particular college is like, and they frequently advise a 

student directly regarding which college to choose or reject. Finally, the student may lean 

toward a particular college because family members or friends have previously enrolled 

or are enrolling there. In Chapman’s 1981 study, first-year college students reported that 

friends’ college choices influenced their own decision. The high school students in 

Chapman’s study named their parents as having had an especially strong impact on their 

college choice. High school seniors were asked to name the most helpful person they 

consulted regarding choice of college. Students indicated the following: parents (43%), 

high school counselors (22%), friends (16%); teachers (10%), and college admission 

officers (9%). 

In a later study by Bradshaw, Espinoza and Hausman (2001), 82% of college 

bound students reported that parents had influenced their college choice.  In this group of 

students, 36% stated that parental influence was highly significant. Ceja’s (2006) findings 

also found that parents play a vital role in shaping their children’s initial feelings and 

aspirations regarding college. Perna and Titus (2005) studied the influence of friends. 
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They found that when friends decide to attend a four-year college in the fall after 

graduation., a student is more likely to make the same decision.  

Sociological theorists also assert that culturally valued tastes and the consumption 

patterns one inherits will dictate educational outcomes. Many abstract as well as concrete 

proxies for cultural capital include inherited items, art, education, and language. Other 

cultural capital theorists believe that consumption patterns reflect shared high status 

cultural signals (such as attitude, preferences, formal knowledge, behaviors, goods and 

credentials) which are used for social and cultural exclusions or rejections (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1990). 

Social capital, as stated in Chapter I, consists of the social networks that an 

individual establishes and maintains with other individuals and with institutions. Beyond 

family and friends, two types of networks have an impact on college choice. The first is 

the student’s secondary school, especially his or her teachers and counselors. The second, 

whose relative influence has trended upward dramatically in the past decade, are the 

Internet-based social media in which the student participates (Garcia, 2014). Students 

access information regarding higher education via networks. A student’s ability to draw 

upon these information resources plays an important role in the college choice process. 

High school students in urban public schools can use the Internet as effectively as 

do other students, but on average they lack access to other sources of cultural and social 

capital that promote college enrollment. Tierney and Venegas (2006) found that this 

deficit may be reduced with creative programming by school administrators. When a 

group persists and works toward goals that are obtainable only because members rely on 

one another, this emulates a family dynamic and constitutes what sociologists call a 
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fictive kinship. In a high school setting, students can bond into a fictive kinship whose 

goals center on preparing for a college future. Tierney and Venegas reported on nine low-

income high schools where fictive kinships with a college focus were formed and 

maintained by peer counseling programs. These programs enlisted the most motivated 

senior students to incubate, shape, and guide the fictive kinships. Participants, according 

to Tierney and Venegas, “see themselves, as college ready. Rather than ask questions 

such as ‘Should I go to college?’ or ‘Am I qualified to go to college?’ these students ask 

‘Where will I go to college and what do I need to get there?’” (p. 169) 

Whatever the merits of existing literature that explores the underlying economic, 

student, and sociological factors that influence college choice, no generic analysis can 

satisfactorily explain the decisions made by Black students. Kassie Freeman made this 

observation in “The Race Factor in African Americans’ College Choice” (1999b), in 

which she wrote, “…the college choice process for African American high school 

students is a complicated one that necessarily has to take into consideration the context of 

their culture” (p. 8). 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 

Few researchers have focused on the unique college choice process specific to 

Black American students. The two most cited studies are those produced by Freeman 

(2005) and by Strayhorn and Terrell (2010). In Freeman’s book “African American and 

College Choice: The Influence of Family and School,” she focused on three areas: (1) 

who and what influence the type of higher education institution African American 

students consider; (2) the role of cultural affinity in the decision process of those 

considering HBCUs over non-HBCUs; and (3) why students from certain high school 
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types tend to prefer a certain type of higher education institution over another. In 

Strayhorn and Terrell’s book “The Evolving Challenges of Black College Students: New 

Insights for Practice and Research”, the authors focused on the challenges Black 

students face in higher education across various types of institutions, considering both 

HBCUs and non-HBCUs. 

Origins 

To understand college choice for Blacks or African Americans today, we must 

consider the historical context in which many Blacks had few or no choices for 

schooling.  Prior to the Civil War, slavery and segregation restricted educational 

opportunities for African Americans, with especially severe prohibitions in the South. 

From 1830 to 1860, four states – Georgia, North and South Carolina, and Virginia – had 

laws “making it illegal to teach slaves to read and write….” (Mintz, 2004, p. 108). James 

D. Anderson’s The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935 (1988), documented the 

determination and perseverance of Southern Black parents to overcome the legislative 

and institutional obstacles that prevented formal schooling for Black children. V.P. 

Franklin, in Cultural Capital and Black Education (2000), wrote that education was 

“seen as important for the advances of African Americans collectively in the United 

States, and thus the members of the community were willing to provide various types of 

support to ensure their schools’ success” (p. xv).  

At the  post-secondary level, abolitionists, some missionaries, and progressive 

White citizens joined Blacks to fight discrimination (Brown II & Ricard, 2007). What 

began as churches and schools indoctrinating and educating slaves would later become 

the institutions now designated historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs).  
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The early HBCUs emerged from schools and training institutions that were 

founded by the missionaries and funded by philanthropists (Brown & Freeman, 2004). 

Three institutions are often referred to as the nation’s first HBCUs: Cheyney State and 

Lincoln Universities in Pennsylvania, and Wilberforce University in Ohio. Cheyney 

State, founded as The Institute for Colored Youth in 1837, began offering college level 

courses in 1900, while Lincoln opened in 1866 and Wilberforce opened in 1866 and is 

the oldest Black-controlled HBCU in the nation (Brown & Ricard, 2007). Rather than 

requiring proof of high school completion, HBCUs opened their doors to all who sought 

to further their education. The first schools opened during the Civil War to educate 

African Americans and others who felt that their freedom would not be complete until 

they learned to read and write. HBCUs practically invented the open door policy that 

encouraged all to apply. Hedgepeth Jr, et al. (1978) wrote that: 

The heterogeneous student body of the Black college gives them unique 

status among institutions of higher education. The policy of open 

admission goes beyond the acceptance of students with varying 

preparation for college work. It includes the acceptance of African, Asian, 

Caribbean, European, Latin, and White American students (p. 97). 

The first Morrill Act of 1862 provided federal financial support for state 

education, especially in the disciplines of agriculture, education, and military science. 

The 13th and 14th Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, ratified later in the 1860s, 

required states to provide public education to all former slaves and other Black 

Americans. These events in the aftermath of the Civil War led to a proliferation of 

HBCUs, with more than 200 founded prior to 1890. 
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Passage of the second Morrill Act in 1890 mandated that spending of federal 

education funds must extend to institutions that enrolled African Americans. Thereafter, 

in place of the philanthropists and private interests, state governments became the main 

financiers of new HBCUs. Segregation would persist in the South into the 1950s, and in 

the intervening decades, many Southern states established public HBCUs for the sole 

purpose of ensuring state access to federal funds. The Higher Education Act of 1965, 

later amended, formally recognized and categorized as Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs) those degree-granting institutions founded prior to 1964 whose 

primary mission was, and continued to be, to educate Black Americans (Roebuck & 

Murty, 1993). 

Walters (1991) identified six specific goals particular to HBCUs: (1) maintaining 

the Black historical and cultural tradition; (2) providing leadership for Black community 

through the important social role of college administrators, scholars, and students; (3) 

providing an economic center in the Black community; (4) encouraging Black role 

models; (5) providing college graduates with a unique competence to address issues and 

concerns across minority and majority populations; and (6) producing Black graduates 

for specialized research, institutional training, and information dissemination for Black 

and other minority communities.  

HBCUs have differed from most colleges and universities in at least two ways. 

First, they have a history of offering access to enrollees who may not have acquired the 

secondary school credentials that typically certify readiness for college. Second, they 

provide their students with course options that are praised by some as culturally, socially, 

economically, and politically relevant and disparaged by others as academically deficient. 
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Writing for the Journal of Higher Education in 2006, Marybeth Gasman reviewed Black 

responses to a widely circulated Harvard Educational Review article (Jencks & Riesman, 

1967) that had characterized HBCUs as “academic disaster areas.” One of four responses, 

published in a subsequent number of the Harvard Educational Review, came from 

Dillard University President Albert W. Dent, who wrote, “If the condemnation by the 

authors serves to remind Americans that these colleges are, and always have been, in the 

forefront of discovering and developing otherwise wasted potential talents among 

disadvantaged youth, it may after all serve a worthwhile end” (Gasman, 2006, p. 331).  

Disagreements regarding the merits and mission of HBCUs rose to public 

attention early in the twentieth century, when W.E.B. Du Bois challenged the views of 

Booker T. Washington. Washington believed that the HBCUs’ primary function was to 

provide vocational training for the masses in conjunction with liberal learning (Brown & 

Freeman, 2002). Du Bois believed that they should prepare an elite group of scholars 

capable of leading the broader African American population: “The Talented Tenth” 

(Browning & Williams, 1978). Over time, HBCUs have largely steered a middle road, 

seeking to merge these two ideals into a mission of academics coupled with practical 

applications. Charles Willies (1981) wrote, “The synthesis of liberal arts and vocationally 

oriented courses in the curriculum of Black colleges and universities…has placed 

[HBCUs] in the vanguard of higher education” (p. 74). 

Due to the large number of African American World War I veterans who were 

interested in higher education opportunities, by 1927 there were seventy-seven HBCUs, 

with an enrollment of about fourteen thousand students (Redd, 1998). Additionally, 

despite the economic depression in the 1930s, enrollment at these institutions grew by 
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66% from 1929-1940. By the end of World War II, African American veterans accounted 

for approximately one third of the enrollment at HBCUs. At that time, several 

philanthropic organizations such as the United Negro College Fund helped enroll African 

American students in HBCUs. Federal and state governments continued to provide 

funding for HBCUs. In the early 1960s, about 70% of all African American college 

students were enrolled in HBCUs (Williams, 1993). 

History Since School Desegregation 

The 1950s and 1960s brought new challenges to HBCUs. First came the Supreme 

Court’s 1954/55 desegregation decision in Brown v. Board of Education, and it was 

followed a decade later by passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In 1965, President 

Lyndon Johnson signed Executive Order 11246, Affirmative Action, which required 

federal contractors to increase the number of minority employees as an “affirmative step” 

toward remedying years of exclusion for minority workers in those firms” (Harper et al., 

2009, p. 397). The order also included public colleges and universities. As a result, 

greater numbers of African Americans gained enrollment in non-HBCUs (Duncan, 2013). 

Previously segregated non-HBCUs in the South now started admitting Blacks. 

Passage of the Higher Education Act of 1965 provided funds for low-income students of 

all races to attend postsecondary education institutions. This legislation further increased 

the number of African Americans enrolling at non-HBCUs. At the same time, the number 

of African American students at HBCUs began to decline. 

Williams (1993) indicated that by 1968 only 36% of all Black college students 

were enrolled in HBCUs, and by 1976 the number was only 20.1%. Hauptman and Smith 

(1994) attributed the enrollment decline primarily to two factors: Black access to non-
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HBCUs made possible by changes in public policy, and increased Black enrollments in 

the newly created and expanding two-year community colleges. Bigg (2009) reported that 

HBCUs were enrolling about 14% of all African American students. In 2016, the number 

had dropped to 9% (de Brey et al., 2019).  

The decline in enrollments has meant loss revenues, and some HBCUs have 

closed or merged with other institutions, while other struggle to exist. Since 2000, three 

HBCUs have closed: Mary Holmes College in Mississippi, Lewis College of Business in 

Michigan, and St. Paul’s College in Virginia. According to a January 2019 report in the 

Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Atlanta’s Morris Brown College, with only 55 students 

enrolled, and several other HBCUs persist in name only, having been stripped of their 

accreditation and access to federal student loan programs. In 2015, the responsible 

accrediting agency put Pennsylvania’s Cheyney State, considered by many to be the 

nation’s first HBCU, on probation. In November 2018, the agency extended Cheyney’s 

probation, pending further review in August 2019. If the probation is not lifted, Cheyney 

expects to close. Some HBCUs have shifted their student population from predominately 

Black students to predominately White students. This change was made by West Virginia 

State College, Lincoln University of Missouri, and Bluefield State College (Sink, 1995).  

In 2014, The New York Times profiled Howard University, which had produced 

Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall. Howard’s other graduates include former 

United Nations Ambassador Andrew Young and current U.S. Vice President Kamala 

Harris. The article revealed that with the decline in enrollments, Howard had lowered its 

admissions SAT score requirements in order to widen the pool of applicants. In recent 

years, many private HBCUs have sharply increased their calls for alumni giving, not to 
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build endowments but to meet operating expenses (Gaynor, 2014). For public HBCUs, 

questions about relevance have emerged more frequently as states face tough choices 

concerning financial aid spending and how to distribute increasingly limited education 

funds. Non-supporters of HBCUs have questioned the quality of education they provide. 

In its 2018 rankings of American colleges and universities, U.S. News and World Report 

ranked Spelman College first among HBCUs. In the ranking of all liberal arts colleges—

HBCUs and non-HBCUs—Spelman’s rank was a tie for sixty-first.  

Today, there remain about 100 historically Black colleges and universities across 

the U.S., continuing the mission of cultural growth and educational achievement for 

African American students. These institutions include 40 four-year public colleges and 

universities; 10 two-year public colleges; 49 four-year private, nonprofit colleges and 

universities; and 4 two-year private, nonprofit colleges. Many of these institutions are 

very small; some of these institutions enroll fewer than 1,000 students. HBCU 

enrollments in 2013 numbered 241,476 students, 175,287 in public HBCUs and 66,189 in 

private HBCUs.  

According to trend data made available by the National Center for Educational 

Statistics (NCES, 2019) the total count of HBCU first-year enrollments has remained 

fairly stable in the years since 2013. However, the percentage of Blacks among enrollees 

continues to decline. In 2016, the last year reported in NCES’s 2019 study, non-Black 

enrollee percentages across all HBCUs had climbed to 23 percent (de Brey et al., 2019).  

In 2020, Mackenzie Scott, former wife of Amazon founder and multi-billionaire 

Jeff Bezos, donated $40 million to Howard University and tens of millions of dollars to 

five other HBCUs (Brantley-Jones, 2020). However, many HBCUs are struggling 
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financially, which limits their ability to offer financial aid. Dewan (2009) reported that 

Clark Atlanta University, Tennessee State University, and Spelman were forced to cut 

faculty, staff, and programs, to consolidate classes, and to reduce operating budgets. 

Despite the decline in enrollments at many HBCUs, Dewan (2009) found that these 

institutions continue to provide an environment that enables African American students 

to persist and graduate at a higher rate than their graduation rate at non-HBCUs. 

College Choice by Blacks 

The general college choice models (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Hossler & Stage, 

1992) did not consider race and culture, but research on college choice has included some 

studies that focus directly on Black high school graduates and their specific 

considerations in choosing a college (Freeman, 1997, 1999a, 2005; Freeman & Thomas, 

2002; Gasman et al., 2007; McDonough, 2004; Perna, 2000, 2006; Strayhorn & Terrell, 

2010). There is still much to learn about how college-bound Black students make their 

choice.  

Economic factors 

Researchers have found that college cost is the primary concern for most African 

Americans students, more so than for White students (St. John et al., 2005). According to 

Heller (1997), Blacks are more sensitive than Whites to changes in tuition and financial 

aid, even after controlling for socioeconomic status and academic ability. In Freeman’s 

(2005) qualitative study, African American students cited perceived economic 

expectations as a key influence on their choice to attend or not to attend college. “The 

responses reflect that African Americans have a fear not having enough money to attend 

college or of not getting a job that pays commensurate with the level of education after 
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completing college “(p. 43).  Students in Freeman’s 2005 study were more interested in 

making money and bettering their position in society than in positioning themselves in a 

specific business, career, or occupation. They were most concerned about the expected 

cost of a college education and future earning potential. When students considered higher 

education, especially those who anticipated possible labor market limitations, the 

question was, “Will college make a difference financially?” (p. 47) 

As noted in the discussion of HBCUs, and also in Chapter I, non-HBCUs are 

frequently more able, at least for the first year of college, to make stronger offers of 

financial aid. Students from minority racial/ethnic groups respond differently to financial 

aid than do White students, according to Kim (2004). In part, the difference may derive 

from the correlations of race to income level. Perna (2005) found that students from 

lower family income levels are less likely to take out loans than are their higher-income 

counterparts. When aid was in the form of loans, not grants, Kim found that when more 

aid was offered, enrollment rates for African American students declined relative to the 

rates for Whites and Asians (Kim et al., 2009). Prospects for loan repayment factor into 

the thinking of lower-income college applicants, who, according to Heller (1997), are 

more conscious in their decision making than are upper-income students. 

Freeman (1999b), while researching how economic expectations affect the college 

choice of African American students, found that expected cost and future earnings were 

assessed in the context of perceived job ceilings. The students in her study thought about 

going to college, but when they considered the job outlook, they saw how obtaining a 

college degree did not always translate into having a higher-level job. Duncan (2013) 

confirmed this finding. Students also complained to Freeman about receiving less 
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favorable job treatment because of their race. Freeman (1999b) stated that “the 

combination of African American students’ perception of job market limitations plus 

more or less equitable job treatment creates an insurmountable barrier in the minds of 

students considering whether or not to invest in higher education” (p.11). 

Just as average family income levels in the United States correlate with race, so, 

too, do levels of cultural capital. Inherited from prior generations, cultural capital, as 

stated in Chapter I, confers status and secures access in a class society (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977). Students with higher levels of cultural capital likely enter the workforce 

into better paying jobs on career tracks that lead to advancements and promotions 

(Garcia, 2014). Students with lower levels of cultural capital are more likely placed in 

working class or lower-class jobs. 

Student Factors 

Comparing American Black high school graduates to White high school 

graduates, Chapter I summarized the gaps in academic readiness for college. On average, 

the Black graduates have accumulated less of the human capital that supports college 

admission and college success. Although African American students aspire to attend 

college, some may not have had exposure to various higher educational resources early 

enough to gain better understanding of academic requirements (Duncan 2013). Pitre 

(2006) compared the aspirations for and the perceptions of college enrollment as 

experienced by Black and by White students. Pitre found that African American students 

were just as likely to aspire to college as their White peers but had significantly lower 

academic achievement. The lower level of achievement resulted in part from African 

American students not being aware of college admissions requirements during their early 



38 

high school years (Pitre, 2006). Pelavin and Kane (1990) reported that students who had 

enrolled in algebra, geometry, and science lab, and who had completed at least two years 

studying a foreign language, were more likely to enroll in college. These researchers’ 

data showed that 40% of White students took geometry as compared to 19% for Blacks. 

Beyond academic preparation, self-efficacy considerations distinguish Blacks 

from Whites on the question of college choice. Here again, correlations of race to income 

come into play. Hearn (1991) found that lower-income college-bound students are likely 

to choose institutions of lower selectivity, even when academic ability and other factors 

are controlled. 

Freeman’s 2005 study identified students from certain high school types and 

related these types to the choice between HBCU and non-HBCU. Several themes 

emerged in the study. First, students who attended predominantly White private schools 

considered HBCUs for college because they wanted to connect with the African 

American community or their roots. They struggled with living a double life based on 

expectations of African Americans “acting White” at school (Duncan, 2013). Conversely, 

students who attended public high schools with diverse student enrollment or 

predominantly African American enrollment leaned toward attending non-HBCUs 

(Freeman, 2005). These students commented that attending a non-HBCU was more 

reflective of “the real world,” since the world is not all Black. 

Sociological Factors 

In 1997, Salazaar developed a social capital framework for understanding the 

socialization of racial minority youth in the status attainment process. In this framework, 

the researcher described the hardships minority students might encounter in acquiring 
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social capital. Garcia (2014) found that the two types of social networks with the greatest 

impact in terms of transmitting information to students are teachers or counselors from 

the school environment and the family or community members. Students access 

information regarding higher education via networks. A student’s ability to draw upon 

networks plays an important factor in the college choice process. Although fictive 

kinships and the peer counseling programs described in the previously referenced 2006 

study of select urban high schools may to some extent offset deficits in family-based 

social and cultural capital, that study’s authors, Tierney and Vanegas, concluded that 

these are “a minor antidote to a severe problem” (p. 169). 

School type appears as a personal factor when viewed from the perspective of a 

student’s conscious reflections and evaluations in his or her choice of a college. It can be 

seen as a sociological factor in the degree to which it conditions the student 

unconsciously. Students who do not have the social capital necessary to begin their 

college search early may look to their high school guidance counselor for information on 

different colleges and universities. Freeman (2005) and also McDonough et al. (1997) 

found that school officials were more influential in encouraging African American 

students to attend non-HBCUs rather than HBCUs. 

By contrast, the influence exerted by parents may tend to push Black students 

more often toward choosing an HBCU. For the totality of college-bound students, not 

considering race, Hossler and Gallagher (1997) found a decrease in parental involvement 

after the predisposition phase of the college choice process. Parental influence became 

secondary to peer and institutional influences once students moved into the search and 

choice phases. Smith and Fleming’s (2006) study found that for most Black students, 
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parents remain quite active in all three phases of the student’s college choice process. If 

the student had a family member who had attended or supported a particular college or 

university, this influenced the institution or type of institution the student considered for 

postsecondary studies (Freeman, 2005). HBCU alumni were seen to have especially 

strong ties to their alma maters. 

Applying Models 

Hossler et al. (1989) defined college choice as a “complex multistage process 

during which an individual develops aspirations to continue formal education beyond 

high school, followed later by a decision to attend a specific college, university or 

institution of advanced vocational training” (p. 234). According to Hossler and Gallagher 

(1987), students’ backgrounds, attributes, activities (e.g., academic ability, gender, 

socioeconomic status, parental education, etc.), and institutional characteristics interact to 

influence the college choice decision. 

During the predisposition phase, students go through a developmental process in 

which they “determine whether or not they would like to continue their education beyond 

high school” (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987, p. 209). Students become predisposed toward 

or interested in attending college as they develop educational and occupational 

aspirations (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). During the second stage, students search for 

information about colleges (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Researchers who have examined 

the search stage typically operationalize “search” in terms of college related information 

that students and parents use and/or the number of colleges that students consider or to 

which they apply (Hossler et al., 1998). During the third stage, students decide to enroll 

in a particular college or university. 
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This model works best for traditional college students and for students who enroll 

in college immediately after graduating from high school; the predisposition occurs 

between the 7th and 10th grades, search during the 10th and 12th grades, and choice during 

the 11th and 12th grades (Hossler et al., 1999). Hossler and Gallagher (1987) 

acknowledged the role of institutional influence from a student’s high school and from 

the colleges and universities to which the student is exposed. This influence includes 

having a college prep curriculum and access to co-curricular and extra-curricular 

activities at the high school, the proximity of a college campus, and ways in which 

students are able to interact with students at different colleges and universities (Duncan, 

2013). These researchers also discussed how financial aid policies created on federal and 

state levels can provide information to families concerning the cost of pursuing 

postsecondary education. 

Freeman (2005) argued that expanding the 1987 Hossler and Gallagher model to 

include influences based on “family and kinship” and “school characteristics” would be 

useful when considering the college choices made by African American students. Family 

structures and the way African Americans interact with different types of schools are 

important factors to understand. If culture and the family background of these students 

are not accounted for, then factors influential to their college choice are difficult to 

interpret (Freeman, 2005). 

Smith and Fleming (2006) concluded that boundaries in Hossler and Gallagher’s 

model should be more relaxed when applied to students of color. Smith and Fleming 

observed that if college administrators fail to acknowledge the influence that parents of 
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color have on their children’s college choice, these administrators may miss the 

opportunity to enroll students of color. 

In contrast to the Hossler and Gallagher model, Perna’s (2006) multilevel model 

of college access allows for differences in the college choice process as that process is 

experienced by different individuals and members of different groups, such as Blacks or 

students from low-income families. Perna’s model, introduced in her 2006 paper 

“Studying College Access and Choice: A Proposed Conceptual Model,” expanded 

Hossler and Gallagher’s model to a layered framework. 
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Figure 2.1 Perna (2006) Proposed Conceptual Model of Student College Choice 

(Perna, 2006, p. 117.) 

Perna proposed that college choice occurs within four layers of context: (1) 

habitus, (2) school and community context, (3) higher education context, and (4) social, 

economic, and policy context. Perna’s model “draws on an economic model of human 

capital investment as well as sociological concepts of habitus, cultural and social capital, 

and organizational context” (p. 116). This model has two assumptions: (1) enrollment 
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decisions reflect the student’s situated context and (2) multiple routes can lead to college 

enrollment (Perna, 2006).  

The human capital investment model is at the center of Perna’s model. Making a 

decision to attend college involves weighing the expected costs against the expected 

benefits. The two calculations are influenced by student academic preparation and 

achievement and the student’s access to financial resources to pay for college (Perna, 

2006). This model recognizes how individual differences and varying contexts influence 

students’ college choice (Perna, 2006). The first layer, individual habitus, consists of an 

individual’s internalized systems of thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions that are acquired 

from the immediate environment, and the individual’s college related expectations, 

attitudes, and aspirations (Bourdieu & Passerson, 1977). Habitus includes the student’s 

demographic characteristics, gender and race/ethnicity, and social and cultural capital. A 

student’s college choice reflects the values and knowledge gained from parents and other 

close family members and friends. The amount of knowledge gained often varies in 

relation to socioeconomic status and access to information about higher education 

(Duncan, 2013).  

The second layer of the Perna model looks at the impact of the school and 

community. The school and community contexts reflect McDonough’s notion of 

“organizational habitus,” which recognized ways in which social structures and resources 

facilitate or impede college choice. For low-income students and racial/ethnic minorities, 

these contexts may restrict access to college materials. Though we often view teachers 

and counselors as sources of knowledge and information concerning higher education, 

these professionals may have dual roles in the school, causing them to be unavailable as 
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mentors for students (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). The structures of some high schools create 

barriers in the college choice process for students of color and low-income students 

(Perna, 2006). Students in high schools less oriented to preparing students for college will 

possibly encounter obstacles when attempting to obtain transcripts, collect 

recommendation letters, meet with guidance counselors, complete application forms, etc. 

(Stanton-Salazar, 1997). As a consequence, students in these schools may lose confidence 

in their ability to navigate the college choice systems, or they may miss out on 

opportunities for scholarships and other funding opportunities. 

The third layer of the Perna model recognizes the role that higher education 

institutions play in shaping college choice (Perna, 2006). Higher education may influence 

the college choice process in several ways. Higher education institutions can provide 

information to students and families. An institution’s location and geographic proximity 

to a student may influence choice, as parents and students may need to consider 

transportation costs associated with traveling home during school breaks. Higher 

education institutions can also provide information through marketing and recruiting 

efforts. Recruitment and marketing materials sometimes target middle-income and 

higher-income students and families. When students of color view these materials, they 

may not immediately connect with the institution because they do not see anyone who 

looks like them (Duncan, 2013). 

Finally, Perna’s (2006) model addresses the influence of social, economic, and 

policy contexts on the college choice process. This layer acknowledges the direct and 

indirect effect that changes in social forces, economic conditions, and public policies will 

have on college choice. The types of messages regarding higher education from the K-12 
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systems, state agencies, and postsecondary institutions themselves play a role in how 

students receive information, prepare for college, and make college choice decisions 

(Perna, 2006). The messages can be positive or negative and may be received differently 

based on background and social status. Perna (2006) recognized that there is more to the 

college choice process than just weighing the costs and benefits. She stated: 

College choice is ultimately based on the comparison of the benefits and 

cost of enrolling, and assessments of the benefits and costs are shaped not 

only by the demand for higher education and supply of resources to pay 

the cost but also by individual habitus and, directly and indirectly, by 

family, school, and community context, higher education context, and 

social, economic, and policy context (p.119). 

Perna’s proposed model addresses multiple contexts not fully considered in 

Hossler and Gallagher’s 1987 model. Her contexts include background characteristics, 

measures of cultural and social capital, and campus environment (i.e., HBCU or non-

HBCU). Because these characteristics are, on average, different for Black Americans 

than for White Americans, Perna’s model provides the granularity and flexibility needed 

for a study that, while respecting generic analyses of college choice, needs to study the 

phenomenon from a perspective specific to African American enrollees. Using parts of 

Perna’s model for this current study will help determine what factors predict African 

American students’ decision to enroll either in an HBCU or in a non-HBCU. 

Summary of Chapter II 

Due to significant differences in history and in average human, cultural, and 

social capital, African Americans operate from a unique framework when making their 
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college choice decision. Most studies and models for college choice consider the problem 

generally, disregarding what sets African Americans apart. Those studies that do consider 

the unique circumstance of Black students choosing a college have not focused sharply 

on a binary component of the Black students’ choice decision: Do I enroll in an HBCU or 

a non-HBCU? Using Perna’s (2006) multilevel model of college access as an 

improvement over Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) seminal work, I can explore not only 

how African American students make their college choice, but also how economic, 

personal, and sociological factors play a role in their decision. Although Hossler and 

Gallagher’s model outlined the college choice process without considering a student’s 

cultural background or the contexts within which he or she acts, framing the process with 

Perna’s 2006 model compensates for the deficiencies in the seminal model. This study 

explores factors that predict African American students’ college choice decisions to 

attend an HBCU or a non-HBCU.  My expectations are that choosing one or the other 

will be found to correlate to significant differences in economic, personal, and 

sociological characteristics.  
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CHAPTER III 

Introduction 

As stated in Chapter I, the purpose of the present study is to provide additional 

empirical research on African American students and their decision to attend either an 

HBCU or a non-HBCU. The study examines how various student background 

characteristics and economic and sociological factors influence college choice. The 

literature review in Chapter II helped to identify the foundation for the present work and 

to show how this dissertation will contribute to the empirical research on African 

American students and college choice. I owe a special debt to the theoretical framework 

provided by Perna’s (2006) “Studying College Access and Choice: A Proposed 

Conceptual Model” and that paper’s multilevel model of college access, reproduced in 

Chapter II.  

This chapter describes the data source, instruments used, methodology, and the 

plan for data analysis. 

Data Source 

For this study, I used a national study to investigate why African American 

students choose to enroll in an HBCU or a non-HBCU. This question was answered 

based on a series of independent variables using logistic regression analysis. Data for the 

study has been collected from incoming freshmen at colleges and universities across the 

nation, using responses to The Freshman Survey (TFS), administered annually since 1966 

by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) as part of its Cooperative Institutional 
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Research Program (CIRP). HERI is based in the Graduate School of Education & 

Information Studies at the University of California, Los Angeles. CIRP designs and 

administers numerous studies of the American higher education system.    

Results from 2015’s TFS were the most current results available to researchers at 

the time of this writing. TFS covers a range of student characteristics such as parental 

income and education, ethnicity, financial aid, secondary school achievement and 

activities, educational and career plans and values, attitudes, beliefs, and self- concept. 

TFS is an appropriate survey to use for this study because of the large sample of students 

and the wide range of student characteristics and other factors that may influence college 

choice decisions by African American students who enrolled in either HBCUs or non-

HBCUs. Perna’s (2006) “Studying College Access and Choice: A Proposed Conceptual 

Model” singled out TFS as offering “some advantages for researchers interested in 

examining the college choices of students at particular types of colleges and universities, 

including Historically Black Colleges and Universities…” (p. 125). The TFS data was 

retrieved from the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA, scanned at CIRP, 

entered into the SPSS statistics application, version 25, and then sent to me for further 

analysis.  

The current study included secondary analysis of 2015 TFS data using descriptive 

statistics, which listed all the variables included in the study using a cross-tabular 

frequency distribution; inferential statistics, which verified the associations and identified 

whether the associations were distinct for the students entering an HBCU or a non-

HBCU; and logistic regression, which predicted the logit of an event outcome (dependent 

variable) from the set of predictors (independent variables). 



50 

Data Sample 

According to CIRP The American Freshman: National Norms Fall 2015, 1,574 

institutions of higher education were invited to participate in the 2015 TFS (Eagan et al., 

2015). Considering HERI’s fee requirements and the excess of administrative tasks 

colleges and universities must complete when receiving and processing newly arrived 

freshmen, TFS participation by 199 baccalaureate-granting institutions represents 

significant buy-in by eligible candidate schools and speaks to the perceived merit of TFS 

as CIRP has refined the survey over its 50-year history. The 2015 TFS results included 

responses from 141,189 first-time full-time freshmen. Some twenty HBCUs, both public 

and private, were among the 199 participating institutions, and responses from 5,504 

HBCU first-time, full-time HBCU students were included in the survey results. Of these, 

5,212 students self-identified as Black/African-American. The total number of 2015 TFS 

respondents self-identifying as Black/African-American exceeded 16,000. The 199 

institutions were from all regions in the United States. A list of all participating schools is 

given as Appendix B of this study. The 48-question 2015 TFS is reproduced as Appendix 

A. 

Validity and Reliability 

Content and predictive validity determine the validity of quantitative research or 

instrumentation. Content validity refers to how well the questions represent all the 

possible questions available (Creswell, 2009).  Predictive or criterion-related validity 

refers to how well scores on the instrument relate to an outcome or predict a future 

outcome (Creswell, 2009). Another important aspect of instrumentation is reliability. 

Reliability indicates that the scores from the instrument are stable and consistent over 
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time (Creswell, 2009). The content validity of TSF is reviewed every year by the CIRP 

Advisory Committee to ensure TFS items measure what they should measure. The role of 

the advisory committee is to review survey items for appropriateness each year. This 

process contributes to the instrument’s content and validity by utilizing the advisory 

committee as a panel of CIRP experts (Norwood, 2009). 

Data Collection 

TFS was administered during freshman orientation or during registration.  College 

administrators choose to administer the survey to the entire incoming freshman class or to 

a sample population. The five-page instrument is designed for self-administration under 

proctored conditions. To allow CIRP to send a follow-up mailing, individuals are asked 

to respond to the question “Do you give Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) 

permission to include your ID number should your college request the data for additional 

research analyses?” HERI maintains strict standards of confidentiality and requires 

participating colleges to sign a pledge of confidentiality. 

Data used for this study were collected by HERI at UCLA.  HERI receives data 

from colleges and universities who pay HERI to process data from their campuses. HERI 

has strict policies regarding off-site individuals wishing to use CIRP data for research 

purposes. Their policies specify that all tabulations of CIRP data must be conducted at 

HERI only; therefore, data for this study was collected by staff at HERI. I submitted my 

research project proposal to HERI, spelling out in detail which data elements I needed for 

my analysis. HERI approved my submission, processed the requested data through the 

SPSS statistics application, version 25, and provided me with files. As noted earlier, the 

design of my study called for utilizing a survey and statistical analyses to explore the 
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factors underlying the decisions of first-year Black college students to choose enrollment 

either in an HBCU or in a non-HBCU. 

Human Subject Review 

TFS participants granted permission for the data to be used in the study. The first 

page of the survey contained the following statement: 

Your participation in this research is being solicited in order to achieve a better 

understanding of how students are affected by their college experiences. 

Identifying information has been requested in order to make subsequent mail 

follow-up studies possible. Your response will be held in strictest professional 

confidence.  

In my request submitted to HERI, I certified that I had obtained prior project approval 

from the Office of Human Subjects Research at University of Louisville. 

Research Questions and Model 

This study used Perna’s (2006) multilevel model of college access and the work 

of other researchers, especially Freeman and St. John, to guide a selection of TFS data 

most likely to yield statistically significant differences that distinguish Black students 

choosing an HBCU from those choosing a non-HBCU. The questions the current 

research sought to answer are: 

1 To what extent do certain student background characteristics (e.g., gender, high 

school type, accepted in first choice, first generation, board score, degree 

aspirations, and institution control, high school grade) predict the choice to attend 

an HBCU for African American students, controlling for other key factors?   
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2 To what extent do certain economic factors (e.g., parent income, financial 

concern, need-base grant parental) predict the choice to attend an HBCU for 

African American students, controlling for key factors? 

3 To what extent do certain sociological factors (e.g., parent influence, teacher 

influence, counselor influence, race composition in high school, race composition 

in neighborhood, parent education) predict the choice to attend an HBCU for 

African American students, controlling for other key factors? 

Grouped into the three broad categories listed above, the current study is easily seen to 

mirror the personal, sociological, and financial elements that influence choice of college 

in the habitus layer of Perna’s multilevel model, reproduced in Chapter II as Figure 2.1. 

Table 3.1 displays a comparison between Perna’s model habitus elements and the current 

study’s model elements. 
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Table 3.1 

Model element comparison 

Perna Model Habitus Elements Current Study’s Model Elements 

Gender Gender 

Value of College Attainment Career Aspirations, Parent Education 

Information about Colleges Parent Influence, Teacher/Counselor 

Influences, First Generation, Institution 

Control, Accepted in First Choice 

Academic Preparation High School Type and Racial Composition 

in High School and Neighborhood 

Academic Achievement High School Grade Point Average, Board 

Score 

Family Income Parental Income 

Financial Aid Need-Base Grant, Financial Concern 

Like Perna’s model, the current study’s model can be represented schematically: 
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Figure 3.1.  Conceptual Model of College Choice for African American Students 

The predictors or independent variables in this model are listed in Table 3.2. 

HERI’s delivered TFS data provided values for these variables. Chapter IV details how 

these values and value ranges are coded to enable this study’s statistical analysis. For all 

predictors, the outcome or dependent variable is always HBCU or non-HBCU – the 

choice made by African Americans enrolling as freshmen. 
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Table 3.2 TFS College Choice Variables  

Variable Description Values 
  TFS 

Questions 

Background Characteristics 
Gender Male, Female 1 
High School Type Public or Private 9 
Accepted in First Choice Yes or No 14 
First Generation Yes or No Selectivity 
Board Score ACT Conversion 8 
Degree Aspiration Bachelor + 33 
Institution Control Public or Private Selectivity 
High School Grade A thru D 7 
Economic Factors 
Parent Income $10,000 - $250,000 30 
Financial Concern None thru Some or Major 31 
Need-Base Grant Yes or No 29 
Sociological Factor 
Parent Influence Important - Not important 43 
Teacher Influence Important - Not important 43 
Counselor Influence Important - Not important 43 

Race Composition in High School 
Completely White-Non-
White 46 

Race Composition in Neighborhood 
Completely White-Non-
White 46 

Parent Education No Degree- BA or Higher 36 
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Statistical Methods 

Variables were selected by consulting the literature to determine what factors may 

be relevant to the college choice process for students, and also by reviewing data 

available in TFS responses that could be used as indices for the various factors. TFS 

included questions that could be used to represent both economic and sociological factors 

that influence the college choice decision by African American students entering either 

an HBCU or a non-HBCU. Demographic items were selected to describe some aspects of 

the student’s individual characteristics.  

Independent variables and their coding were aligned as follows with the research 

questions: 

Table 3.3 

Variable Coding for Binary HBCU College Choice Model 

Variables Coding 

Background Characteristics 
Gender  Coded 0 = male, 1 = female 
High School Type  Coded 0 = private, 1 = public 
Accepted in 1st Choice Coded 0 = no, 1 = yes 
First Generation Coded 0 = yes, 1 = no 
Board Score  SAT converted to ACT 
Degree Aspiration  Coded 0 = less than bachelor, 1= 
bachelor 
Institution Control  Coded 0 = Private, 1 = Public 
High School Grade  Coded 0 = B and above, 1 = B-or less 

Economic Factors 
Need-Base Gran Coded 0 = no, 1= yes 
Financial Concern Coded 0 = some or major, 1 = none 
Parent Income  Coded 0 = less than 75,000, 1= 
75,000+ 

Sociological Factors 
Parent Education Coded 0 = no degree, 1= BA or higher 
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Parent Influence Coded 0 = important, 1 = not 
important 
Teacher Influence Coded 0 = important, 1= not 
important 
Counselor Influence Coded 0 = important, 1= not 
important 
Race in HS  Coded 0 = mostly to completely 
White,  

1 = completely to roughly non-
White 
Race in Neighborhood Coded 0 = mostly to completely 
White,  

1 = completely to roughly non-
White 

Dummy coding was used to create reference level and comparison levels for the 

categorical variables. Ordinal scales (e.g., Likert scale items) were treated as continuous 

and did not need dummy coding. Interval variables (e.g., family income) also were 

continuous (Garcia, 2014). Variables (including dummy levels) were entered into the 

logistic regression analysis as predictors with binary outcome (enrolled in either an 

HBCU or a non-HBCU). The analysis used a logistic regression due to the categorical 

nature of the outcome variable. Logistic regression is a quantitative descriptive design 

that serves to model the probabilities that various predictor variables will influence the 

outcome variable. Unlike linear regression, these relationships are not assumed to be 

linear, and the dependent variable does not have a normal distribution (Menard, 1995).  

Other important assumptions of logistic regression are that the sample must be 

large enough to support the number of included variables to be analyzed and that 

multicollinearity (or correlation) among the independent variables is limited (Allison, 

2001).  For the current study, sample size is more than sufficient. HERI reported that of 

the more than 140,000 students responding in the 2015 TFS, 11.6% self-identified as 
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African American. More than 5,500 responses came from HBCU students, and the 

African American percentage among those respondents was 94.7%.  

Specific variables included in the model were (a) student background variables 

(β₁) including gender, HS GPA, degree aspiration, HS ACT/SAT, and HS type; first 

generation; institution control (b) sociological factors (β₂) including parental education, 

and family/high school influences and racial composition of HS and neighborhood; 

economic factors (β₃) did you have concern about your ability to finance your education, 

parental/guardian total income last year, and need-base grant.   

Traditionally these research questions have been addressed by either ordinary 

least squares (OSL) regression or linear discriminant function analysis. Both techniques 

were subsequently found to be less than ideal for handling dichotomous outcome due to 

their strict statistical assumptions (i.e., linearity, normality, and continuity for OLS 

regression and multivariate normality with equal variances, and equal variances and 

covariances for discriminate analysis) (Peng et al., 2002). 

The central mathematical concept that underlies logistic regression is the logit – 

the logarithm of an odds ratio. The simplest example of the logit derives from a 2x2 

contingency table. Logistic regression solves problems by applying the logit 

transformation to the dependent variable. The logistic model predicts the logit of Y from 

X. The logit is the natural logarithm (ln) of odds of Y, and odds are ratios of probabilities 

(π) of Y happening. Logistic regression can accommodate categorical outcomes. The 

simplest logistic model has a form: 

Logit (Y) = natural log (odds) = ln =π 
 ___  

1-π = α + βx 
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In the equations, π is the probability of the outcome of interest or event and x is the Y 

intercept and β is the regression coefficient; X can be categorical or continuous, but Y is 

always categorical.  Stevens (2009) reported that in logistic regression the dependent 

variable is dichotomous: that is, it has only two values and these often are coded as 0 and 

1. Two important things to note regarding logistic regression: (1) The relationship

between the predictor(s) and the dependent variables is nonlinear, and (2) The regression 

coefficients are estimated using maximum likelihood. 

Data Analyses 

The data from TFS 2015 were analyzed to determine which of the questions 

(Appendix A) would be best suited to represent the independent variables. Missing data 

were removed from the analysis by listwise deletion. In terms of collinearity among 

predicting variables, Vaughan and Berry (2005) suggested that if collinearity exists, 

probably the variance, standard error, and parameter estimates are all inflated. A viable 

remedy for the detection of multicollinearity (a condition in which a set of predictor 

variables are highly correlated among themselves) is using a Variance Inflation Test 

(VIF). By examining the size of the VIF for each of the variables, the researcher can then 

decide which of the independent variables are redundant and should be dropped from the 

study (Miles & Shevlin, 2001). The closer the VIF is to 10, the less collinearity there 

would be (Foster, et al., 2006).  

The study used logistic regression methods to determine how the predictor 

variables are related to college choice based on the conceptual framework developed in 

the study. Logistic regression implies that the same probability is maintained across a 

range of independent variables. In the present study, logistic regression was used to 
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examine factors that influenced African American students’ college choice to enroll in an 

HBCU or a non-HBCU.  

 Institutional characteristics were provided in the data received from HERI.  Due 

to the possible small number of HBCUs, logistic regression was chosen as a preferred 

method of analysis. Student background variables, sociological and economic factors 

were examined. Consider an instance in which the distribution of a dichotomous outcome 

variable (African American students and the choice to attend an HBCU) is paired with a 

dichotomous predictor variable (gender). One might assess a woman’s odds of enrolling 

in an HBCU relative to a man’s odds. Generally, logistic regression is well suited for 

describing and testing hypotheses about a relationship between a categorical outcome 

variable and one or more categorical or continuous predictor variables. The results could 

be an odds ratio which suggests that women are more likely, or less likely, to attend an 

HBCU compared to men. 

Descriptive statistics were prepared as the first step in the analysis. Descriptive 

statistics were used to identify differences in characteristics among African American 

men and women enrolled at HBCUs or non-HBCUs in fall 2015.  In order to address the 

research questions, both descriptive and logistic regression analyses are reported to help 

the researcher come to conclusions such as estimates, generalizations, decisions, or 

predictions about a population on the basis of data (Vogt, 1999). 

Frequencies, means, a correlations custom table, and cross tabulations were 

employed for each of the groups. Logistic regression was then conducted. The 

coefficients can be interpreted either as log odds, odds, or probabilities that the outcome 

will change with alternations in a given predictor variable (Menard 1995; Pampel, 2000). 
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The Wald (to test an odds ratio) test is analogous to the t-test in multiple regression and is 

used to see if the regression coefficient (or beta weight) is statistically significant (Huck, 

2000). The Wald test evaluates the fit of the variables in a logistic regression model 

compared to a model with only a constant term. Goodness-of-fit statistics such as 

likelihood ratio show how effective the fitted model is in describing the research data. 

Evaluations were made for the percent of correct predictions of the outcome by the 

model, as compared to how the outcome was distributed in the observed data.  

As noted earlier, this was a quantitative study utilizing a survey and descriptive 

statistical analyses to determine the background characteristics, economic and 

sociological factors of first-year, incoming students enrolled in HBCUs or non-HBCUs in 

2015. 

Limitations of This Study 

As with all research, there are some limitations. First, the data underlying the 

study were drawn from self-reporting students enrolled in specific 4-year HBCUs and 

non-HBCUs. Because the sampling was non-random, to interpret the study’s findings as 

though they apply to all first-year Black college students and to all colleges, HBCUs and 

non-HBCUs, is to over-generalize. Second, although The Freshman Survey has been 

refined and improved over a full half-century, the survey retains the inherent limitations 

of any voluntary self-reporting instrument. Do those who elect to respond represent 

accurately the target population as a whole?  Have the respondents responded honestly, 

without regard for maintenance of a self-image? Do they have the capacity for 

introspection necessary to make an honest response? Do the survey questions evoke in all 

respondents the same understandings and interpretations? Third, TFS data are limited to 
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individuals who actually enroll in college, and thus they provide only retrospective 

information about the college-choice process. Fourth, survey responses do not report all 

institutions an individual applied to prior to selecting a college for enrollment.  

Researchers must recognize other challenges and limitations associated with using 

secondary data (St. John, 2004) that are based on survey instruments. Questions on the 

survey constitute only limited measures of complex constructs such as cultural and social 

capital (Perna, 2000; Perna & Titus, 2007).  

While using TFS’s national survey data set was a major strength of this study, the 

absence of some important information nevertheless prevented a full application of the 

study’s  conceptual model.  Like most nationally collected data created for general or 

multiple purposes, the TFS data set did include many variables desirable for my study. 

The data lacked specific questions about parental encouragement or involvement in the 

college choice decision.  The only related survey question asked for “reasons that might 

influence your decision to attend a particular college.” The only response choice that 

considered parental encouragement or involvement was “my parents/relatives wanted me 

to come here.”  As a transmitter of social capital, parents play a critical role in students’ 

college choice processes.  One way by which parents promote college choice is through 

their involvement in their children’s education (Perna, 2006). Also omitted from the 

survey were specific questions in other subject areas significant for my model: the 

expected benefits of college, college costs, and forgone earnings. A final limitation to the 

study was missing data. Missing data can occur when survey respondents fail to answer 

specific questions. Missing data are a common occurrence and can have a significant 

effect on research conclusions that can be drawn. 
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Summary of Chapter III

Adapting Perna’s 2006 model to provide a theoretical framework, the current study has 

based its findings on data collected by UCLA’s Higher Education Research Institute 

(HERI) in the 2015 iteration of the Institute’s Freshman Survey (TFS). More than 16,000 

respondents in the 2015 TFS self-identified as Black/African-American. Freshmen at 

HBCUs accounted for more than 5,500 of the TFS responses. I requested and received 

from HERI response data for those TFS questions relevant to my investigation of student 

background characteristics and economic and sociological factors expected to influence 

Black students’ decisions to select either an HBCU or a non-HBCU. The received 

response data, processed through version 25 of the SPSS statistics application, was then 

analyzed using logistic regression. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Introduction 

This study utilized archived data from The Freshman Survey of 2015, obtained 

from the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at University of California at Los 

Angeles. The survey offered a national sample of students who entered a post-secondary 

institution for the first- time full-time in the 2015-2016 academic year. The institutions 

were classified into 26 stratification groups based on type, institutional control, race 

(predominantly non-Black, predominantly Black), and the selectivity level of the 

institution. Selectivity was defined by the median SAT Verbal and Math scores (or ACT 

composite score) of the entering class. 

A list of the schools participating in the survey and each school’s stratification 

group assignment can be found in Appendix B. In the survey results, 23,315 students who 

began their postsecondary education at 4-year institutions in 2015 self-identified as 

Black. Of these, 14,865 (63.8%) students had enrolled in non-HBCUs and 8,450 (36.2%) 

had enrolled in HBCUs.  Gender distribution was 13,903 (60%) women and 9412 (40%) 

for men. 

 The study used variables that have been recognized as factors influencing student 

college choice, acknowledging that the influence of these variables may differ depending 

on the data, the research methodology, and the research instrument.  The decision to 

attend either an HBCU or a non-HBCU is viewed as a function of three categories: 

student background characteristics, sociological factors, and economic factors. The 

current study’s research questions detail those categories with specific variables.  
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Research Questions 

1. To what extent do students’ background characteristics, specifically

gender, high school type, accepted in first choice, first generation, board score, degree 

aspiration, institution control, high school grade predict the choice to attend an HBCU for 

African American students, controlling for other key factors? 

2. To what extent do economic factors, specifically parent income, financial

concern, need-based grant predict the choice to attend an HBCU for African American 

students, controlling for other key factors? 

3. To what extent do sociological factors, specifically parent influence,

teacher influence, counselor influence, race composition in high school, race composition 

in neighborhood, parent education predict the choice to attend an HBCU for African 

American students, controlling for other key factors? 

In analyzing which variables predict the choice to attend an HBCU for African 

American students, controlling for other key variables, two analytical steps were 

conducted.  First, descriptive statistics described features of the collected data: 

frequencies (number of occurrences) and measures of central tendency (dispersion and 

percentiles). Cross-tabulation or cross tables displayed frequency distribution of the 

variables; custom tables organized information into rows and columns, and correlations 

between two or more variables disclosed relationships or associations used for further 

analysis.  Second, three sequential logistic regression models were conducted, examining 

which variables influence African American students to attend an HBCU.  Model 1 

included the student background characteristics. In model 2, the economic factors were 

entered into the equations, and model 3 added the sociological factors.  These three 
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sequential models made it possible to examine the direct effects and the relationships 

among the individual variables. Logistic regression estimates how various factors 

influence the probability of an occurrence of a dichotomous outcome variable, in this 

case, whether students attend an HBCU or attend a non-HBCU.  The coefficients for each 

variable identified the relationship between a unit change in a predictor and the estimated 

percentage change in the outcome variables. For example, the odds ratio of attending an 

HBCU for females was 1.13 times more likely than the odds ratio for men.  Also, there 

were decreases in the coefficient forty-eight-point difference for parent income.  Blocks 2 

and 3 reported an increase in parent income from 0.594 to 0.624 thirty points less likely 

of African American students attending an HBCU. Adding parent income into Block 3 

changed the odds ratio, controlling for other variables in the model.  

Four indicators were used to verify the quality and fit of the statistical models 

presented in this study: the - 2 log likelihood, chi square, the percentage of cases 

correctly predicted, and pseudo R².  The increases in the chi square and the decreases in - 

2 log L represent an improved model.  The percentage of cases correctly predicted 

indicates how well the model predicts the individual cases: the higher the percentage, the 

better the predictive model. The pseudo R² indicates the goodness-of-fit of the model. 

The results for this study are given below. 

Descriptive Results 

In data obtained from The Freshman Survey 2015, 64% of African Americans 

surveyed attended a non-HBCU and 36% attended an HBCU.  As shown in Table 4.1, the 

percentage distribution of students attending an HBCU and a non-HBCU across groups 

showed statistically significant differences at the .05 level.  Both populations were 
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typically not accepted in their first choice of college. Approximately 92% of HBCU 

students had attended public high schools, compared to 81% for non-HBCU students.  In 

addition, 27% of HBCU students had recorded a high school grade point average B or 

above, while the percentage for non-HBCU students was 15%. Parental influence was 

important in the college choice decision for 59% of HBCU students, compared to 54% 

for non-HBCU students. Approximately 24% of HBCU students reported living in a 

completely to roughly non-White neighborhood, compared to 15% of students at non-

HBCUs.  In addition, 50% of HBCU students reported they received one or more need-

based grants, compared to 36% of non-HBCU students, and 62% of HBCU students 

reported enrolling in a public institution compared to 39% of non-HBCU students. These 

differences in the distribution of African Americans attending an HBCU or a non-HBCU 

were statistically significant. 

Chi-square tests were used to analyze differences in relative proportions of binary 

variables (e.g., gender) between HBCU and non-HBCU students. As seen in Table 4.1, 

the chi-square tests were significant for gender (chi square = 12.55, df = 1, p = <.05), 

high school type (chi square = 486.738, df = 1, p = < .05), accepted in first choice (chi-

square = 24.177, df =1, p = <.05), degree aspiration (chi square = 53.020, df = 1, p = 

<.05, first-generation (chi square = 13.820, df = 1, p = <.05), high school grade (chi 

square = 486.958, df = 1, p = <.05),  parent education (chi square = 14.884, df = 1, p = 

<.05, parent choice (chi square = 52.984, df = 1, p = <.05, race in high school (chi square 

= 150.090, df = 1, p = <.05,  race in neighborhood (chi square = 258.876, df = 1, p 

=<.05), need-base grant (chi square = 432.993, df = 1, p = <.05), parent income (chi 

square = 248.799, df = 1, p = <.05), institution control (chi square = 1143.627, df = 1, p = 
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<.05), indicating that the differences in relative proportions of the two levels of those 

variables between HBCU and non-HBCU students were greater than expected by chance.  

Similarly, an independent samples t-test was conducted to analyze mean differences on 

board score between HBCU and non-HBCU students. Table 4.1 shows that non-HBCU 

students had significantly higher board scores than HBCU students (t = 5.015, df 16319, 

p = .05.  No other chi-square tests were statistically significant.  To examine these 

probabilities, logistic regression analyses were conducted.  
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Table 4.1   

Descriptive Results 

Descriptive Statistics Non-HBCU HBCU 

Column % Column % 

Gender * Male 0.41 0.39 

Female 0.59 0.61 

High School Type * Public 0.81 0.92 

Private 0.19 0.08 

Accepted in First Choice* Yes 0.29 0.26 

No 0.71 0.74 

First Generation* Yes 0.21 0.23 

No 0.79 0.77 

Board Score* Board Score 27.80 23.53 

Degree Aspiration* Bachelor + 0.91 0.89 

Less than a Bachelor 0.09 0.12 

Institution Control* Public 0.39 0.62 

Private 0.61 0.38 

High School Grades* B and above 0.15 0.27 

B- and below 0.85 0.73 

Parent Income* Less than $75,000 0.60 0.70 

$75.000 + 0.40 0.30 

Financial Concern None 0.78 0.78 

Some or major 0.22 0.22 

Need-Base Grant* Yes 0.36 0.50 

No 0.64 0.50 

Parent Influence* Not important 0.54 0.59 

Important 0.46 0.41 

Teacher Influence Not important 0.38 0.38 

Important 0.62 0.62 
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Counselor Influence Not important 0.42 0.42 

Important 0.58 0.58 

Race in High School* Completely White 0.91 0.86 
Roughly to non-
White 0.09 0.14 

Race in Neighborhood* Completely White 0.85 0.76 
Roughly to non-
White 0.15 0.24 

Parent Education* No  Degree 0.32 0.34 

BA or Higher 0.68 0.66 
Note: * Chi-square test of proportions was statistically significant (p < .05); +- 
 Independent Samples T-Test was statistically significant (p < .05). 

Logistic Regression Results 

Logistic regression was utilized because of the dichotomous nature of the 

dependent variable: (1) attended an HBCU, (0) attended a non-HBCU.   Each of the three 

tests of model coefficients had a significance chi-square value 0.05 level.  Additionally, 

the increases in chi square and the reduction in the - 2-log L statistic in each successive 

logistic showed that the added variables in the models increased or decreased the 

likelihood of attending an HBCU.  The final model correctly predicted 65.2% of 

attending an HBCU.  

Effects of Background Characteristics on Students’ College Choice to Attend an 

HBCU 

In Model 1, background characteristic variables were entered into the equation: 

gender, high school type, accepted in first choice, first generation, board score, degree 

aspiration, institution control and high school grades.  Based on the background 

characteristics, the odds ratio of attending an HBCU for women was 1.15 times more 
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likely than the odds ratio for men, controlling for other variables in the model. The odds 

ratio of attending an HBCU for students not accepted in their first choice was 1.25 times 

more likely than for students accepted in their first choice, controlling for other variables 

in the model. The odds ratio for board score was 1.00, indicating that a one-point increase 

in board score was not associated with a change in the odds ratio of attending an HBCU, 

controlling for other variables in the model. The odds ratio of attending an HBCU for 

students with a B- or below high school grade-point average was 2.18 times more likely 

than the odds ratio for students with a B and above high school grade-point average, 

controlling for other variables in the model.  Most of the variables were significant at the 

.05 levels except for first generation (.102%).  In addition, the remaining variables’ odds 

ratios of attending an HBCU – high school type, first-generation, degree aspiration and 

institution control – were less than 1 and were less likely to attend an HBCU, controlling 

for other variables in the model.  The research question asked what background 

characteristics predict enrollment in an HBCU. The odds results indicated that gender, 

accepted in first choice, board score and high school grade had better odds of attending 

an HBCU, controlling for other variables in the model. 

Effect of Economic Factors on Students’ College Choice to Attend an HBCU 

When the economic variables were added in Model 2, the three additional 

variables were parent income, financial concerns and need-based grant.  In addition to the 

added variables, first-generation odds ratio increased the likelihood of attending an 

HBCU compared to Model 1, and the significance increased when the additional 

variables were added in the equation.  The odds ratio of attending an HBCU for women 

decreased from 1.15 to 1.12 times more likely than the odds ratio for men, controlling for 
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other variables in the model. The odds ratio for attending an HBCU for students not 

accepted in their first choice decreased from 1.25 to 1.22 times more likely than the odds 

ratio for students accepted in their first choice, controlling for other variables in the 

model. The odds ratio of attending an HBCU and being first generation increased by 

1.00, indicating that a one-point increase in first generation was not associated with a 

change in the odds ratio of attending an HBCU, controlling for other variables in the 

model. The same odds ratio for board score was 1.00, indicating that a one-point increase 

in board score was not associated with a change in the odds of attending an HBCU, 

controlling for other variables in the model.  

In addition, the odds of attending an HBCU for students with a B- or below high 

school grade-point average decreased from 2.18 to 2.08 times more likely than the odds 

ratio for students with a B and above high school grade-point average, controlling for 

other variables in the model.  The odds ratio of attending an HBCU for students not 

receiving a need-based grant was 1.84 times more likely than the odds of students who 

received a need-based grant, after controlling for other variables in the model.  

Additionally. the remaining variables’ odds ratios of attending an HBCU – high school 

type, degree aspiration, institution control, parent income and financial concern – were 

less than 1 and were less likely to attend an HBCU, except for first- generation in Model 

1, controlling for other variables in the model. The research question asked what 

economic factors predict enrollment in an HBCU. The odds ratio results reported gender, 

accepted in first choice, first-generation, board score, high school grade and need-based 

grant had greater odds ratios of attending an HBCU, controlling for other variables in the 

model.  
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Effect of Sociological Factors on Students’ College Choice to Attend an HBCU 

When the sociological variables were added in Model 3, six additional variables 

were added to the equation: parent influence, teacher influence, counselor influence, 

racial composition in high school, racial composition in the student’s home 

neighborhood, and parent education.  The odds ratio of attending an HBCU for students 

who reported teacher influence was unimportant was 1.16 times more likely than the odds 

ratio for students who reported teacher influence was important, controlling for other 

variables in the model. The odds ratio of attending an HBCU for students who reported 

counselor influence was unimportant was 1.01 times more likely than the odds ratio of 

students who reported counselor influence was important, controlling for other variables 

in the model. The odds ratio of attending an HBCU for students who reported their racial 

composition in high school as being mostly to completely White was 1.4 times more 

likely than the odds ratio of students who reported attending a completely to roughly non-

White high school, controlling for other variables in the model. The odds ratio of 

attending an HBCU for students who reported their neighborhood racial composition as 

being mostly to completely White was 1.62 times more likely than the odds ratio for 

students who grew up in a completely to roughly non-White neighborhood, controlling 

for other variables in the model. 

In Model 3, out of seventeen variables, most of the variables were significant at 

the .05 level except for first-generation, financial concern, counselor influence and parent 

education.  In addition, the remaining variables’ odds ratios of attending an HBCU – high 

school type, degree aspiration, institution control, parent income, financial concern, 
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parent influence and parent education – were less than 1.00 and less likely to attend an 

HBCU in Models 1, 2 and 3.  

When the additional variables were entered into Model 3, the results indicated the 

odds of attending an HBCU based on the importance of parental influence and parent 

education were less than 1.00, and students were less likely to attend an HBCU, 

controlling for other variables in the model.  Interestingly, significant interaction effects 

were found in thirteen variables in Model 3, except for first generation, financial concern, 

counselor influence, and parent education.  

The results in the final model reported gender, accepted in first choice, first-

generation, board scores, high school grades, need-based grant, teacher influence, 

counselor influence, and neighborhood and high school racial composition showing 

better odds of attending an HBCU, controlling for other variables in the model. First-

generation, financial concern, counselor influence and parent education were significant 

at greater than the .05 level.  Based on the findings, specific student characteristics and 

sociological and economic variables had an impact on the choice to attend an HBCU.   

The final analytic model involved the probability of attending an HBCU.  Logistic 

was utilized because of the dichotomous nature of the dependent variable: (1) attended an 

HBCU and (0) attended a non-HBCU.  The odds ratios for each of the independent 

variables were analyzed.  Additional results were derived from several model quality 

statistics (chi square, minus 2-log likelihood, the predictive efficiency of the model, and 

R² logs). 
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Table 4.2  

Logistic Regression Results: Probability of Attending an HBCU 

Block One Block Two Block Three 
Student Economic Sociological 

Characteristics Factors Factors 

Variables Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio 

Gender  1.149* 1.126* 1.132* 

High School Type  0.504*  0.527* 0.515* 

Accepted in First Choice 1.254* 1.226* 1.241* 

First Generation 0.934 0.998 1.054 

Board Score  0.998*  0.998*  0.998* 

Degree Aspiration 0.657*  0.670* 0.683* 

Institution Control  0.506*  0.558* 0.547* 

High School Grade 2.187*  2.087* 2.048* 

Parent Income 0.594* 0.624* 

Financial Concern 0.94 0.933 

Need-Base Grant 1.842* 1.830* 

Parent Influence 0.734* 

Teacher Influence 1.167* 

Counselor Influence 1.017 

Race in High School 1.462* 

Race in Neighborhood 1.625* 

Parent Education 0.969 

% Correctly Predicted 60.7 62.7 65.2 

Nagelkerke 0.099 0.13 0.151 

N=23,315 23,315 23,315 23,315 

*p < .05
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Summary of Chapter IV 

In summary, the quality of the model chi square at each step was statistically 

significant at the 0.5 level and a predictive efficiency reached 65% at the final step. The 

minus 2 log likelihood was 18889.529 and the R² at the last step only reached 15%, 

which was relatively weak, suggesting the conceptual model was not a good fit, which 

indicated that the data had more similarities than differences for both HBCUs and non-

HBCUs.  

The odds ratios reported more women, students accepted in first choice, first-

generation, high school grade, need-base grant, teacher and counselor influence and 

students with predominately white racial composition in high school and neighborhood 

were more likely to attend an HBCU than a non-HBCU.  In contrast, the odds ratio 

reported that students with high school type, degree aspiration, institution control, parent 

income, financial concern, parent influence, and parent education were more likely to 

attend a non-HBCU than an HBCU.  Most of the descriptive results were statistically 

significant, except for first generation, financial concern, counselor influence and parent 

education.  From cross-tabulation results, it was clear that teacher influence, counselor 

influence and financial concern determined by chi square were statistically significant. 
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CHAPTER V 

Introduction 

A binary logistic regression was conducted to assess the predictive significance of 

student characteristics and sociological and economic factors for first-time, full-time, 

freshmen enrolled in Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) for fall 2015. 

The independent variables included gender, high school type, accepted in first choice, 

degree aspiration, first-generation, high school grades, test scores, parental education, 

parent influence, teacher influence, counselor influence, racial composition in high 

school and neighborhood, need-base grant, financial concerns, parent income and 

institution control. The strength of each predictor for each model was evaluated using the 

Cox Snell and Nagelkerke’s pseudo-R² values. Statistical significance of each predictor 

variable was evaluated using Wald chi-squared test. The following sections analyze the 

specific findings. This study aimed to provide findings to help policymakers, educator, 

parents and students become better informed about factors that influence college choice 

for African American students.  

Student Characteristics 

Student characteristic analysis examined if gender could predict enrollment in an 

HBCU for first-time full-time student at HBCUs.  The binary logistic regression for 

gender revealed that once this factor was added to the model, the model remained 

significant (p = <0.05) based on the chi-square analysis.  This model indicates that gender 

was a statistically significant predictor for enrollment in an HBCU. The odds ratio of 



79 

1.132 for female indicated a moderate relationship that females have slightly better odds 

of being in the target group than do males.  

Research on African American females in higher education reveals that the role of 

HBCUs in educating black women is prominent (Farmer, Hilton, & Reneau, 2016). Data 

shows there is an increase in African American females enrolling in postsecondary 

institutions (Bennett & Lutz, 2009).  In 2009, the U.S. Census reported that 20% of 

African American women over the age of 25 held an undergraduate degree (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2009). Although the enrollment rate for African American females has doubled 

over the past decades, distinctive barriers may still be holding enrollments down 

compared to enrollment rates for White females (Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Research on 

African American males in higher education reveals that within the entire population of 

college students, the percentage of Black males in colleges and universities has remained 

stagnant at 4.8% over the past four years.   

The model also examined if accepted in first choice could predict attending an 

HBCU.  Research by McDonough, Antonio, and Trent (1995) in a quantitative study on 

African American choice of HBCU revealed that most students applied to three or fewer 

colleges and about two thirds were accepted at their first choice.  However, African 

Americans are accepted at their first choice less frequently (55%) than the national 

average (70%). The binary logistics for accepted in first choice revealed that once this 

factor was added to the model, the model remained significant (p<0.05) based on chi-

square analysis. This value indicates that acceptance in first choice was a statistically 

significant predictor for choice. The odds ratios of 1.254, 1.269, 1.241 indicate a 
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moderate relationship that students who experienced acceptance in first choice have 

better odds of not being in the target group.   

The model examined if high school type could predict attending an HBCU.  

Research on high school type revealed that African Americans attending inner-city public 

schools are less likely than their counterparts at private high schools to be admitted to a 

non-HBCU (McDonough, Antonio, & Trent, 1995).  In contrast, students attending 

predominantly Black schools strongly favored considering non-HBCUs. These students 

reported a need to share their culture with other groups and wanted a non-HBCU because 

“the world is not Black” (Freeman, 1999).  The binary logistics for high school type 

revealed that once this factor was added to the model, the model remained significant 

(p<0.05) based on chi-square analysis. This value indicates that high school type was a 

statistically significant predictor.  The odds ratios of the steps (0.504, 0.496, 0.515) for 

high school type indicate a moderate relationship that public high school students have 

slightly better odds of not being in the target group. 

The model examined if high school GPA could predict attending an HBCU.  

Research by Allen (1992) found that African Americans who attend HBCUs are 

generally thought to have lower high school GPAs and lower standardized test scores, 

and to live nearby.  Research by Walpole (2008) found that eighty percent of all Black 

students reported overall averages of B or less, with 27.1% reporting grades of B or 

above. However, differences by students’ social class background were apparent. The 

binary logistics for high school GPA revealed that once this factor was added, the model 

remained significant (p<0.05) based on chi-square analysis. This value indicates that 

GPA was a statistically significant predictor. The odds ratio of the steps (2.187, 2.134, 
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2.048) for high school GPA indicates a moderate relationship that students with GPAs of 

B and below have better odds of being in the target group. 

The model examined if high school test scores could predict attending an HBCU.  

The   research by Kim and Conrad (2006) found that high school GPA and test scores 

capture and reflect students’ academic preparation and scholastic aptitude.  The binary 

logistics for high school test scores revealed that once this factor was added to the model, 

the model remained significant (p<0.05) based on chi-square analysis. This value 

indicates that high school test score was a statistically significant predictor. The odds 

ratio of 0.998 for test scores (mean 27.78 score for non-HBCU and 23.53 for HBCU) 

indicates a higher-than-mean score not being in the target group. 

The model examined if degree aspiration could predict attending an HBCU.  Pitre 

(2006) found that African American students were just as likely to aspire to college as 

their White peers but had significantly lower academic achievement. Using a logistic 

regression analysis and controlling for other factors, Perna (2000a) found that African 

Americans are more likely to enroll in a four-year college or university in the fall after 

graduating from high school than are their White counterparts.  The binary logistics for 

degree aspiration revealed that once this factor was added to the model, the model 

remained significant (p<0.05) based on chi-square analysis. This value indicates that 

degree aspiration was a statistically significant predictor. The odds ratios of 0.657, 0.672, 

0.683 indicate a moderate relationship that degree aspiration has slightly better odds of 

not being in the target group. 

The model examined if first generation status could predict attending an HBCU.  

Research on first generation college students (students for whom neither parent has a 4-
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year college degree) shows that these students earn lower grades and worry more about 

whether they belong in college, compared with continuing-generation students (who have 

at least one parent with a 4-year college degree).  HBCUs disproportionately enroll low-

income, first-generation and academically underprepared college students – precisely the 

students that the country most needs to obtain college degrees. In contrast to what was 

expected, this study revealed that first generation status was not statistically significant 

when added to the model. 

The model examined if institution control could predict attending an HBCU.  The 

data from ACE (2019) reported that public institutions receive a greater proportion of 

their overall funding from federal, state, and local resources than do private institutions. 

While public funds are the largest source of revenue for public institutions, private 

institutions are generally more tuition dependent (i.e., private institutions depend more 

heavily on tuition and fees for their funding than do public institutions).  In 2018 about 76 

percent of HBCU students attended public institutions, while the remaining 24 percent 

attended private nonprofit institutions (NCES, 2019). The odds ratios of 0.506, 0.497, 

0.547 for institution control indicate a moderate relationship of public institution 

enrollees being in the target group. 

 Sociological Factors 

Sociological factor analysis examined if parental education could predict 

attending an HBCU.  Perna (2000) found that parental educational attainment may reflect 

parental encouragement for a student’s educational attainment as well as the availability 

of information about how to acquire a college education.  Research consistently shows 

that parental education is an important positive predictor of a variety of college-choice 
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outcomes, including educational aspirations and plans and enrollment in either a two-year 

or four-year college (Ellwood & Kane, 2000; Hossler et al., 1999; Kao et al., 2005; Stage 

& Hossler, 1992).  Parental education was added in step 2 and step 3, the odds ratios 

computed as 0.959 and 0.969, but parental education was not statistically significant, in 

contrast to what was expected. 

Sociological factor analysis also examined if parent influence or encouragement 

could predict attending an HBCU.  Based on a longitudinal student study of Indiana high 

school students, Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999) found that parental encouragement 

is the single most important predictor of students planning to pursue postsecondary 

education. When measured as parents’ expectations for their child’s educational 

attainment, parental encouragement is one of the strongest positive predictors of students’ 

educational plans (Hossler & Stage, 1989; Hossler & Stage, 2004). Moreover, parental 

influence was added in step 2 and step 3, yielding odds ratios of 0.721 and 0.734. 

Interestingly, parental influence was statistically significant and indicated a less likely 

chance of attending an HBCU.  

Sociological factor analysis examined if teacher influence could predict attending 

an HBCU. Some research suggests that support from counselors and teachers may play a 

relatively more important role in shaping students’ actual postsecondary educational 

decisions, such as the choice of college to attend (Hossler et al., 1999). Research by 

McDonough (1997) found that high school counselors and teachers also play a role in 

defining postsecondary education as an acceptable and viable option for students and are 

potential sources of encouragement to attend college and of assistance with college-

choice processes. Teacher influence was added in step 2 and step 3, the odds ratios 
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computed at 1.156 and 1.167. Teacher influence has a moderate chance of being in the 

target group. In contrast, counselor influence was added to the model at the same steps as 

teacher influence and was not statistically significant.  

Sociological factor analysis examined if race composition in high school could 

predict attending an HBCU.  In 2010 Education Week reported that where students live 

affects where they go to school, and different type racial groups tend to be concentrated 

in different types of communities. White students (84%) are concentrated in suburban 

and rural communities. Blacks (45%), Hispanic (56%), and Asian (13%) students are 

most often found in urban and suburban communities. Race in high school was added in 

step 2 and step 3, yielding odds ratio of 1.477 and 1.462. Predominantly Black race in 

high school has a moderate chance of being in the target group. 

Sociological factor analysis examined if race composition in neighborhood could 

predict attending an HBCU.  Research from the Urban Institute (2018) reported that for 

every percentage point increase in neighborhood segregation, school segregation 

increases 1.04 points on average. But the fact that most cities fall above or below the 45-

degree line says that neighborhood integration is not the only factor. In fact, the research 

estimated that neighborhood segregation — rooted in a long history of racism and 

discrimination — explains about 76 percent of the variation in school segregation across 

cities. Predominantly black neighborhood racial makeup was added in step 2 and step 3, 

with odds ratio of 1.667 and 1.625. Neighborhood racial makeup has a moderate chance 

of being in the target group. 

https://www.chicagofed.org/publications/working-papers/2017/wp2017-12
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/racial-segregation-stubborn-feature-our-nations-history-it-doesnt-have-be-our-future
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/racial-segregation-stubborn-feature-our-nations-history-it-doesnt-have-be-our-future
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Economic Factors 

Economic factor analysis examined if need-based grants could predict attending 

an HBCU.  Research by Kane (1999) found that the availability of state need-based 

financial aid (this includes grants, loans, work-study, and tuition tax credits) is positively 

related to the likelihood of enrolling in any type of postsecondary education within two 

years of graduating from high school. Also studied was how need-based aid influences 

the likelihood of attending an in-state public or private four- year college or university 

(Perna & Titus, 2004).  Research shows that an offer of financial aid is an important 

predictor of college enrollment among high school graduates (Catsiapis, 1987). 

Availability of need-based aid was added in step 3 with all other predictors, yielding an 

odds ratio of 1.830. Availability of need-based aid was statistically significant and has a 

moderate chance of being in the target group. 

Economic factor analysis also examined if parent income could predict attending 

an HBCU.  Research shows that family income plays an important role in college choice. 

Some research suggests that family income is unrelated to educational aspirations 

(Hossler et al., 1999), whereas other research suggests that family income is positively 

related to educational aspirations (Kao & Tienda, 1998). Research also shows a positive 

relationship between family income, parents’ education, and parent occupation, and such 

measures of college choice as application to a four-year institution (Cabrera & LaNasa, 

2001). Moreover, parent income was added in step 3 with all other predictors, yielding an 

odds ratio of 0.624, which was statistically significant. Students with lower parental 

income were more likely to choose an HBCU.  
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Economic factor analysis examined if financial concern could predict attending an 

HBCU.  Research by Freeman (1997) found that African American students were 

uncertain about their ability to pay the short-term costs of attending and about whether 

the long-term economic benefits of attending would exceed the costs. The students in this 

study indicated they had no concerns (77.6%).  Financial concern was added in step 3 

with all other predictors, yielding an odds ratio of 0.993. Financial concern was not a 

statistically significant predictor of a student choosing an HBCU.  

The findings related to economic factors in this study indicate that lower parental 

income and availability of need-based aid are significant predictors of a student choosing 

an HBCU. Financial concern was not significant, indicating that the financial concerns of 

students at HBCUs and non-HBCUs do not differ. Together, these findings demonstrate 

that money matters to all students and families, yet family wealth wields an influence on 

college choice decisions. 

Implications 

This study aimed to provide findings to help policymakers, educators and students 

become better informed regarding the factors that influence African Americans’ college 

choice to attend an HBCU or to attend a non-HBCU.  Using CIRP’s The Freshman 

Survey (TFS) and logistic regression analysis, this study found that attending a non-

HBCU and HBCU had somewhat different probabilities, based on independent variables. 

The descriptive statistics (Table 4.1) showed that many column number percentages and 

the standardized board score mean did not differ significantly between non-HBCUs and 

HBCUs.  The gender distribution of respondents in both non-HBCUs and HBCUs 

showed differences in enrollment. About 58.8% of the students were female and 41.2% 
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were male in non-HBCUs, while 61.1% were female and 38.9% were male at HBCUs.  I 

found high school type did differ for the HBCU and non-HBCU groups, which is 

consistent with previous research that uses high school type as a comparative reference 

for measure of college choice (McDonough et al., 1995). 

Another finding from the study from the descriptive analysis is that a higher 

proportion of African American students had B- or below GPAs at both non-HBCUs 

(84.6%) and HBCUs (72.9%).  Another finding from the study from the descriptive 

analysis was the teacher and counselor influences, where my results differ from those of 

previous research.  McDonough (1997) found that high school counselors and teachers 

play a significant role in defining postsecondary education as an acceptable and viable 

option for students and are potential sources of encouragement to attend college and of 

assistance with college-choice processes. Some research suggests that support from 

counselors and teachers may play a relatively more important role in shaping students’ 

actual postsecondary educational decisions, such as the choice of which college to attend 

(Hossler et al., 1999).   

Regarding academic aspirations, Pitre (2006) found that African American 

students are just as likely to aspire to college as are their White peers. Significantly, these 

recent studies and my study used different data sets and methods (single level or 

multilevel regression analysis).  It could well be that Black students are adapting to White 

institutions better today than they were more than a decade ago, not least because of the 

fact that non-HBCUs are addressing the chilly and discriminatory climate often 

associated with them (Kim & Conrad, 2006). Institution control was included in the study 

to assess what type of institution most African Americans were attending (public or 
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private). The descriptive analysis shows that non-HBCU students attend private 

institutions at a higher rate and HBCU students attend public institutions at a higher rate. 

It is interesting to note that parent education and racial and high school composition were 

found to be influential variables in college choice among African American students.   

Parental influence was important for both non-HBCU and HBCU students. In 

describing the effects of families, friends, and other influences on student college choice, 

McDonough (1997) demonstrated the ways in which schools define student college 

choice through various organizational structures. The results from the binary logistics 

analysis suggest that African American students’ levels of degree aspiration are slightly 

higher on non-HBCUs campuses.    

Recommendations for Practice 

Logistic regression variance shows only 15% variance of the possibility of 

African American students choosing an HBCU instead of a non-HBCU. This indicates 

that the data points or responses are generally similar and do not vary widely from the 

mean. Given this result, many recommendations for practice apply both for HBCUs and 

for non-HBCUs in their recruitment and admission of Black students. 

The descriptive statistics show that more women (60%) than men enrolled in both 

HBCU and non-HBCU institutions. This finding is consistent with the literature.  Both 

HBCUs and non-HBCUs can employ strategies to recruit more African American men 

into colleges and universities. High school counselors and college recruiters can partner 

with Black Male programs (e.g., 100 Black Men, Men of Quality, and Black Male 

Initiative) within the college institutions or the community to help with recruitment, 



89 

mentoring, serving as role models and ultimately raising college enrollment numbers for 

African American high school graduates. 

In the 1970’s, Black churches and local community centers would host college 

informational sessions and invite alumni and college representatives to talk to potential 

students, parents, and other family members about the application process, about 

financial and academic resources, and about the importance of obtaining a college 

education. Today, recruiters for HBCUs and for non-HBCUs can approach local 

churches, community centers, and other organizations to create similar college fairs and 

informational sessions.   

Descriptive statistics found that the great majority of both HBCU and non-HBCU 

first-year students had high school grade point averages of B- or below. The percentage 

of enrollees with these low GPAs was 73% for entering HBCU students and almost 85% 

for non-HBCU students. This finding presents an opportunity at the same time that it 

highlights a problem. Practitioners in various roles at multiple institutional and societal 

levels should address the academic disadvantage African American students experience 

when faced with the prospect of college. Combined efforts must focus on increasing 

students’ GPAs and board scores.  For example, as part of Washington’s National Early 

Intervention Program, parents are spending at least four hours each month in college 

readiness program activities. Vermont’s Early Intervention Program includes home visits, 

evening presentations, informational sessions, and college and financial aid workshops 

(Perna, 2007). 

Viewing the GPA descriptive statistic from a different angle shows that HBCUs, 

compared to non-HBCUs, enrolled almost twice the percentage of Black high school 
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students with grade point averages of B and higher: 27% compared to 15%.  This 

suggests that non-HBCUs were relatively more successful in enrolling African 

Americans whose high school records showed less promise for post-secondary academic 

achievement. To better compete for these low-performing high school graduates, HBCUs 

will want to strengthen remedial programs for incoming freshmen as a means to boost 

enrollments without lowering retentions.  

Operating today under often severe budget constraints, HBCU recruiters face 

special challenges and must find ways to stretch available dollars. HBCUs may have an 

advantage over non-HBCUs in alumni relations. Recruiters can use personal contacts and 

online tools to locate more alumni for use as recruitment officers within the community. 

This can provide more face-to-face interaction with potential enrollees while minimizing 

traveling costs for admissions personnel. Also related to budget constraints, HBCU 

recruiters could review their materials to target students from families with greater 

wealth, including those who attend private schools.  

Descriptive statistics revealed also that only 8% of HBCU enrollees had 

graduated from non-public high schools. For non-HBCUs, the figure was significantly 

higher but still low, at 19%.  All post-secondary institutions, and especially HBCUs, can 

open new recruitment channels by reaching out to the National Association of 

Independent Schools and its local affiliates and to church-based school administrations. 

In recent years, many non-public high schools have embraced diversity as an educational 

priority and have significantly increased the numbers of their African American students. 

Finally, HBCUs compete with one another for students, but they also recognize a 

shared interest in ensuring that the unique service that HBCUs provide will persist for 
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generations to come. Formalizing this shared mission into active collaboration can enable 

larger investments in web-based and social media communications to student prospects 

and their parents as well as to high school teachers and counselors. High-quality 

technological recruiting support is expensive, but, once tools are purchased and 

developed, they often are shareable at costs that can be lower than the combined costs of 

individual and inferior go-it-alone technologies. 

Recommendations for Research 

Further research should explore pre-college academic preparation for African 

Americans, which has positive effects on academic success, persistence, and retention at 

the college level. Do personnel at the elementary, middle, and high school levels provide 

support and programs (e.g., summer bridge programs, tutoring, etc.) for academically 

challenged students, regardless of institution type? 

More qualitative research is needed to examine factors that influence first-time 

first-year African American students’ college choices.  Using the stories of sampled 

students and weaving their voices into the research literature can provide a unique 

contribution to educators and policymakers on African American high school students 

and the college choice process (Freeman, 2005).  Researchers, policymakers, and high 

school and college representatives can benefit from research that can explain and find 

accommodations for gender differences, which have skewed college enrollment away 

from African American males. 

More qualitative or quantitative research should explore and help expand the role 

of high school counselors and teachers in African American students’ college choice 

process.  In the current study, the majority of both HBCU and non-HBCU students 
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reported that counselor and teacher influences were not important in their decision to 

attend a particular college or university. I believe that African American students’ 

internal motivation to complete a bachelor or higher degree may be more meaningful and 

influential than are the interactions between students and their teachers and counselors.  

Most students surveyed said that parental influence, by contrast, was important. More 

research is required to identify the most effective ways for parents to influence students 

toward optimal college choice. 

There is a need for better data repositories that researchers can use to develop a 

more comprehensive understanding of African American college choice.  The current 

study’s requirement for an HBCU/non-HBCU breakout on college choice led to selecting 

CIRP’s The Freshman Survey as its primary data source. Perna (2006) singled out The 

Freshman Survey as offering “some advantages for researchers interested in examining 

the college choices of students at particular types of colleges and universities, including 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities…” (p. 125). Future iterations of The 

Freshman Survey can help researchers by adding questions that probe more deeply into 

the degrees of influence that parents, teachers, counselors, friends, websites, campus 

visits, social media, community organizations, and religious-affiliated groups exert on the 

college choice decision. And other reputable college choice survey instruments can help 

by discriminating between HBCU and non-HBCU responses, thereby enabling 

comparisons of the two groups.  

Finally, future research should examine the usefulness of the conceptual model used 

for this study for understanding differences among African American students and the 

decision to enroll in a particular 4-year college or university or in a 2-year college. Perna 
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(2006) identified four levels of student college choice. My study of the choice decision 

has sought to adapt Perna’s model to make the most effective use possible of data made 

available in CIRP’s The Freshman Survey, focusing on the habitus level. Future studies 

could explore additional aspects of Perna’s model. For example, the social, economic, 

and policy level could include the current U.S. racial climate, which may exert an 

influence on African American students’ preferences for enrolling at HBCUs, where they 

may feel more buffered from racism. Replication of my study could produce additional 

benefits, especially if the study is expanded to address the decisions of Black students 

who choose to enroll in a two-year or community college. African Americans and 

Hispanics enroll in these two-year institutions at a higher rate than do Whites. Finally, 

replication of this study can look for data that probes more deeply than does CIRP’s 

survey into the question of parental influence and involvement in the college choice 

decision. Bradshaw, Espinoza, and Hausman (2001) shared that 82% of college bound 

students reported that parents had influenced their college choice, but researchers have 

limited information about the interactions between African American students and their 

parents during the college choice process, and about what African American parents 

value in institutions of higher education.   

Conclusion 

Drawing on two theoretical perspectives, my research has focused on the 

integrated constructs of economic and sociological perspectives that assume a student’s 

college choice is determined largely by habitus, or the system of values and beliefs that 

shapes an individual’s views and interpretations (Perna, 2006).  One key strength of the 

integrated conceptual model is the assumption that the pattern of educational attainment 
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is not universal but varies by racial/ethnic, socioeconomic and other groups (Perna, 

2006). This approach addresses the concern raised by Freeman (2005) that policy 

interventions will not effectively close the gaps in student college choice without 

recognizing the culture and circumstances of particular groups.  

Freeman’s 1997 qualitative study revealed that African American high school 

students believe that both economic and sociocultural factors restrict the college 

enrollment of African Americans.  Freeman (1997) found that African American high 

school students were uncertain about their ability to pay the short-term costs of attending 

and about whether the long-term economic benefits would exceed the costs. The students 

in Freeman’s study pointed to the potential influence of structural barriers such as 

physical conditions of the schools attended, social capital (e.g., interest and assistance 

from teachers and counselors, and role models), and cultural capital (e.g., believing at an 

early age that pursuing postsecondary education was a realistic option).  Moreover, 

measures of cultural and social capital play a relatively more important role in explaining 

the college enrollment decisions of African Americans (Perna, 2000). While many 

findings from this study support previous research, they reveal some opportunities for 

leaders at HBCUs to improve recruitment of future African American students through 

intentional outreach to public and private high schools (teachers, counselors, and 

students), community resources (community centers, religiously-affiliated organizations, 

mentoring programs), and alumni.   

Summary of Chapter V 

The characteristics of African Americans choosing to attend an HBCU have been 

somewhat consistent over time. According to the literature, African American students 
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tend to have relatively low GPAs. The same was true in this study sample; 73% of those 

who chose an HBCU reported a high school GPA equivalent to B- or less. Educators and 

policy makers must address the academic disadvantage African Americans confront when 

entering college, and they must focus on increasing students’ GPAs. More research 

should address prospects and conditions for African American students, thereby 

providing additional insight that can improve student outcomes. My findings suggest that 

HBCUs are positioned to elevate African American students despite deficits in pre-

college preparation and socioeconomic circumstance. This has been the mission of 

HBCUs since their founding. 
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Appendix A: 2015 CIRP The Freshman Survey (TFS) 
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Appendix B: List of 2015 TFS Participating Institutions 

(Note: Stratification Cell column identifies the classification of the institution for 
purposes of this dissertation. HBCUs have Stratification Cell codes 34, 35, 38, 39, 40, 
and 41.) 
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