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Abstract

in the success of students in postsecondary education, yet they 

and psychological factors that contribute to the development of 

college students in order to garner insight into how students’ plans 
can be affected by one aspect of the college admissions process: 
standardized test scores. Results indicate that the impact of ACT 

of college freshmen.
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in the success of students in postsecondary education. Although the 
educational aspirations of students are a major factor in academic 
and occupational success, they are not well understood. Most of 

academic and socioeconomic status), with little attention paid to 

The numerous ways institutions of higher education can affect 
the process by which students formulate their educational plans 

and psychological factors that contribute to the development of 

college students in order to garner insight into how students’ 
plans can be affected by one aspect of the college admissions 

impact standardized test scores can have on students’ educational 
plans may bring attention to the possible importance of research in 
this area, and provide policymakers and practitioners with valuable 
information regarding how one aspect of higher education policy 

Educational Plans
Aspirations are one of the least understood concepts related to 

student achievement in higher education (Carter, 1999). Although 

occupational attainment (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991), academic 
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aspirations, very little is known about the manner by which 
educational factors affect those aspirations. Most of the literature 
focuses on the ascriptive and academic predictors of different levels 
of high school students’ educational aspirations. Although some 

faculty, have been found to be correlated with aspirations to obtain 

aspirations are largely a function of aspirations and other input 

One problem with the conceptualization of students’ input 

not subject to the limitation of constraints on resources (Hauser & 

imply the absence of such constraints. Despite this major difference 
among the two concepts, the apparent confusion in past research 

concept of one’s outlook toward his or her educational future. 

as their highest academic degree planned. Given the unlikely 
nature of the possibility that a student would plan to complete a 

operationalization of aspirations as level of degree planned could 

constraint. The importance of this point is evident in more recent 

backgrounds, witness discrepancies between their aspirations and 
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the same effect may not be witnessed by their aspirations, which 

students over a 6-year period, Hanson concluded that 16 percent 
of high school seniors who aspired to obtain a college degree did 

described as “an individual’s goals for the college years and the 
psychological obstructions that must be overcome to reach those 

both students’ desires (i.e. aspirations) to achieve a particular degree 

be overcome to achieve those goals are included. Therefore, the 

that a student intends to complete in his or her lifetime, accounting 
for all perceived social and psychological obstructions to obtaining 
that degree.

many ways. The term is somewhat ambiguous and in the past has 

ability in particular academic areas (Rottinghaus, Lindley, Green, & 

accomplishing their academic goals”.

Background and Theoretical Framework
Most of the research focused on educational plans has 

concentrated on the factors related to differences in the degree-level 
that high school students intend to attain. The factors that have 

demographic characteristics (e.g., race, gender, age, socioeconomic 
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high school peers, aspirations of high school peers, aptitude of high 
school peers). The study of educational aspirations in college has 

The social-psychological and allocation models of status 
attainment can be used as a framework for analyzing the distinctly 

was later added to the model under the premise that a student’s 

student’s aspirations via encouragement, or lack thereof. While the 
social-psychological model focuses on individual and interpersonal 

social forces classify and assign individuals their place through 
social agencies. Both of these models make a valuable contribution 
to the analysis of status attainment, and can provide a useful 

psychological and social factors. The status attainment model is 
employed in this study with the inclusion of psychological (i.e. self-

scores, psychological factors, and educational plans in the model. 

mediated by psychological factors, test scores may implicitly affect 
educational plans and other aspects of students’ lives through the 

Researchers who have investigated the impact of various 
predictors on educational plans have differed in their use of the 

outcome variable. Due to the ambiguity surrounding these concepts 
and the assumption that they are related, literature addressing 
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Demographics

academic characteristics of high school students have a much 

factors, although they are closely intertwined. Socioeconomic 

factors which have been found to have an effect on aspirations. 
Socioeconomic status has been found to be positively correlated 
with aspirations when all other characteristics are held constant 

to race, evidence suggests that the lack of achievement among 
disadvantaged cultural groups is not due to their lack of aspirations 
because research indicates that they actually have higher aspirations 

This effect could be due to cultural factors or their desire to move 
up the social latter, often referred to as social mobility orientation 
(Boyle, 1966). Despite these high aspirations, if the educational 

white counterparts, there is a possibility that students continue 
to aspire to high levels of education but that their assessment of 

evidence that gender is an important predictor of educational plans. 
Women have been found to have consistently higher educational 

plans for degree attainment have shown an increasing interest in 
post-baccalaureate degrees, and they have also been found to have 
higher plans to obtain a graduate or professional degree than their 
male counterparts (Astin, 1998). Finally, as with other aspects of 
student attitudes and achievement, parental encouragement (Kandel 

involvement (Trusty, 1998) are factors which have also been found 
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to be highly correlated with college plans.
A number of student academic characteristics have been shown 

to be related to the educational plans of students, such as academic 

that students’ aspirations are correlated with success. 

High School 

status of high school peers, aspirations of high school peers, 
aptitude of high school peers) have been found to have an impact 
on the educational plans of students, the evidence is unclear. Most 

unpredictable contribution. College preparatory curricula (Hauser, 

standards (Boyle, 1966), peer groups who value education (Boyle, 

plans. The impact of these factors, however, has been confounded 
by evidence of the ‘frogpond effect,’ in which researchers have 
found that although students’ aspirations increase with an increase in 
the social status and average academic ability of their high school, 
they may also decrease under the same conditions as students 
compare themselves to other students of higher academic ability. 

complicate the estimation of high school effects on educational 

not been investigated under current economic, political and societal 
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is that they underscore the importance of a student’s perception 
of his or her ability in relation to the peers with whom they are 
compared.

them reported that the scores were random or unimportant. They 
found that students internalized the results of their scores, and were 
more likely to report having lower academic ability, even after high 
school grades were controlled.

A factor that is closely related to academic ability and 

has been noted as a factor contributing to college students’ 
aspirations (Carter, 1999), has been noted as fostering academic 
achievement (Schabo Grabowski, Call, & Mortimer, 2001), has 
been pointed out as a potential indicator of educational plans, and 

on how students reevaluate their position and change or maintain 

of normative and interpersonal interaction factors. The literature 
indicates that students have been found to adjust their aspirations to 
the ‘real world’ as they progress through adolescence (Kerckhoff, 

possible that this reevaluation takes place consistently as students 

moving through high school and on to college as a result of the 
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possibility that test scores, or potentially one test score (e.g. an 
ACT score), could negatively affect self-perceptions and social 
interactions between a student and peers, family, counselors, or 

world in relation to the future, there is a need to understand the 
process by which different factors contribute to different patterns 
in how students formulate educational plans. Although there is 
some understanding of what factors contribute to the formation 
of different educational plans, there is a need for information 
regarding the process by which academic policies and practices 
directly, or indirectly via psychological factors such as academic 
self-perceptions, affect the educational plans of students. This 
paper focuses on the effect that academic input characteristics and 

Methods

Conceptual Framework

school socioeconomic status, aspirations of peer groups, academic 

to the fact that there was no appropriate measure of high school 

The framework assumes that students’ demographic 
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potentially indirectly affect educational plans via the students’ 

students at the time they enter college. The focus of this study is the 

Sample and Population
This study used information from the national freshman 

institutions across the United States. The data used for this analysis 

university, and was completed in the fall semester of 2003. 
Missing values originally posed a problem in this fairly large 

income. This could be problematic because there is a good chance 
that self-selection was the cause of the choice to abstain from 
reporting that information. However, descriptive statistics indicated 

population under investigation.
Given the population under investigation and the sample that 

was drawn from that population, the results should be interpreted 

outside of that institution. Therefore, generalizations to larger 
populations should not be made until the results are replicated with 
a larger and more representative sample of those populations. 



HIGHER EDUCATION IN REVIEW  200574

Measures

coding of the variables can be seen in Table 1. Gender, English as a 
native language, and eight categories of race/ethnicity were coded 
as dichotomous variables. The only race that was not coded as a 
dichotomous variable was White/Caucasian, which was used as the 

single measure of socioeconomic status, family income, mother’s 
education, and father’s education were all included separately so 
that the individual impact of each variable could be determined. 

parents had on students’ college attendance.

The second block of predictors represented students’ high 

ACT composite scores, average high school grades, involvement in 

classroom were the reported average number of hours spent on each 
activity per week during the last year of high school.

their ability were the best available indicators and they provided two 

was included to measure how the students perceived their own 
capability, in comparison to the rest of the students in the academic 

included to measure what the students thought about their own 
attitudes toward their own intellectual ability. The students were 

options including “lowest 10%,” “below average”, “average”, 
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should be interpreted with caution, due to the fact that a population 

rate themselves using different groups for comparison. The main 
relationship of interest in the study was the role that these variables 

Dependent Variable. The outcome used in this analysis was 

the highest degree-level that respondents planned to complete at any 
postsecondary institution. The original values of none, vocational 
degree, and associates degree were collapsed into the value less 

students in these categories. Law, medical, and doctoral degrees 
were also collapsed into one professional category. The variable 
was ultimately coded with the lowest value being plans to obtain 
less than a bachelor’s degree, and the highest value indicating plans 
to obtain a professional or doctoral degree. The middle two values 
consisted of plans to obtain a bachelor’s degree, and plans to obtain 
a master’s degree. 

regression analysis. The predictors were entered into the model 
in three steps in order to estimate and compare the individual 
contribution of each group. The demographic variables were entered 

so effects of the three groups of variables could be compared. A 

scores and educational plans. 

Results
The results of the complete regression model are shown in Table 

in the model. Ascriptive characteristics were entered into the model 
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educational plans. The third block of variables contained the two 

low effect size deserves attention because several of the statistically 

little variation in the model.

The individual regression results are displayed in Table 3. The 
beta-weights represent the standardized unit change in the predictor 
variable for every one standard deviation unit change in educational 
plans, while controlling for the other variables in the model. 

of each variable, while controlling all other variables in the model. 
The beta-weights of primary concern were those associated with 

mother’s education, being black, being Asian, being of an “other” 

beta-weight for gender and being black were both statistically 
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one-standard deviation change in a student’s self-rating of their own 

of .10 standard deviations in their educational plans. 

Mediating relationships
Evidence of the mediating relationship between ACT scores, 

step of the analysis, the beta-weight associated with ACT scores is 

.08. This indicates that much of the overall effect of ACT scores is 

ACT scores, self-perceived academic ability, and educational plans. 

variables in each model must be correlated with each other, and the 
A Ë B Ë

The path between ACT scores, academic ability, and educational 

caused by self-perceived academic ability and intellectual self-

likely to lead to lower perceptions about one’s academic ability and 
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Limitations
There were a few important limitations of the data from the 

characteristics that the students bring with them when they enter 

were not included in the survey. Given prior evidence that these 

The second important limitation of this study stems from the 
fact that the sample used for the analysis was a single institution 
sample and cannot be generalized to any larger population. 

plans. Further study should attempt to replicate the results using a 
more comprehensive model and a larger nationally representative 
population so that inferences can be made on a broader scale.

model used in this analysis was 10 percent. This appears to be low 
in comparison to earlier studies but could be at least partially due 
to the constraints in the instrument and the selection of variables 
used. The variables chosen to be included in the model were limited 
by the availability of measures included in the survey instrument 

of several predictors, including institutional characteristics of the 

for males, including several predictors such as help-seeking activity, 

models were used. The limitation of variables and the design of this 
study could account for the low amount of variation in the model. 
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Discussion

past research with regard to demographics, although most of the 

be salient and deserve some attention. The results of this analysis 

Astin’s (1998) observation of an increase in the degree plans of 

than their white counterparts, the results of this analysis show some 

by underrepresented students is not a result of low educational 
aspirations, at least in the case of African-American students. 

of socioeconomic status in the prediction of educational plans, 
although the impact found here is relatively and surprisingly low. 

(1968) conclusion that socioeconomic factors had, in some cases, 
a stronger effect than academic intelligence characteristics, and 

of socioeconomic status was smaller than previous studies had 

the correlation and partial correlation show that much of the effect 

suggested. Nevertheless, academic factors played a larger role in the 
prediction of educational plans, than did socioeconomic status. 

degree. Although it is beyond the scope of this paper, it should 
be pointed out that Carter (1999) found the effects of intellectual 
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or ethnic, backgrounds. This could mean that these dynamics are 
different across subgroups, and could be an indication that some 

analyses of different subgroups of students.

Lopez (1998) that indicate students internalize the scores they 

more likely to have lower educational plans. 

high school factors and into the psychological aspects of students’ 
educational planning. Very little is known about how these factors 

affect students’ decisions via psychological factors such as self-

other mediating psychological factors can be better understood, it 
could contribute to better decision-making regarding how access 
to higher education can be improved, and how those students who 
are underrespresented can be encouraged to, or discouraged from, 
furthering their education. 

Although the methods employed in this study had many 

Further analyses could be conducted with larger representative sam-

student population. Also, different methods, such as structural 

could be employed so that direct and indirect impacts on educational 
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students’ decision-making processes and educational plans, there is 
a need to determine how these effects work for different subgroups 

policymakers are to be concerned with increasing the likelihood 
that particular underrepresented students will apply to college 
and pursue higher levels of education, there should be a better 

making processes of students, and how those effects are different 

particular institutions, but also to the suppression of those students’ 
academic motivation and success.

High school curriculum that includes skills useful in 

and higher educational plans. High schools are challenged with 

as well as perform successfully in institutions of higher education. 

process, and into the postsecondary years.
The ongoing debate about the use of ACT and SAT scores in 

the college admissions process has been confounded by debates 
over evidence that standardized tests may be systematically biased 
against minority, female, and economically disadvantaged students. 

of students’ ability to do well in college, and if they do maintain 
some systematic and systemic bias against particular subgroups of 
students, these tests may be differentially and unjustly affecting the 

indicates that this is true, it may warrant consideration of alternative 
forms of assessing a student’s ability to succeed. 
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Table 1 

Variables Description and Coding

Ascriptive/Demographic characteristics
1. Gender Coded: 0 = male, 1 = female.
2. Native language Whether, or not, English is the  respondent’s 

native language.
Coded: 0 = no, 1 = yes.

3. Race/ethnicity The category included nine different 
ethnicities, eight of which were coded: 0 = 
no, 1 = yes. “White” was used as the con-
stant. The other ethnicities included in the 
sample were (1) black/African-American, 
(2) Native American/Alaskan, (3) Asian, 

Coded: 0 = less than $10,000, 1 = $10,000-

more.
5. Father’s education The highest level of education attained by 

the father of the student. Coded: 0 = less 
than a high school diploma, 1 = high school 
diploma,2 = some college, 3 = college 

6. Mother’s education The highest level of education attained by 
the mother of the student. Coded: 0 = less 
than a high school diploma, 1 = high school 
diploma,2 = some college, 3 = college 

student’s choice to attend college. Coded: 
0 = not important, 1 = somewhat important, 
2 = very important, 
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High school factors
8 ACT score The reported composite ACT score, ranging 

from 15-36.
9. Average high school grade Reported average grade received in high 

year of high school. Coded: 0 = none, 

outside of the classroom. Coded: 0 = none, 

12. Academic ability Self-reported academic ability. Coded: 0 = 
lowest 10%, 1 = below average, 2 = aver-

10%.
Dependent variable

to obtain at any postsecondary institution. 
Coded: 0 = less than a bachelor’s degree, 
1 = bachelor’s degree, 2 = master’s degree, 
3 = professional degree or doctorate.
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Table 2
Complete Model regression results. 
Dependent variable: Highest degree-level planned.

Variable r Beta-Weights
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Ascriptive characteristics

Black .03 .03 .08*** .06***

Puerto Rican -.02 -.02 -.02 -.02
Other Latino -.01 -.03 -.02 -.02
Other races .05* .05** .06* .05**

8. ACT scores .16***  -- .15*** .10***
9. Average grade .15***  -- .10*** .06**

.

p < .05 *
p < .01**
p < .001***
The variable “White” was not included in the table because it was used as 
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Table 3
Complete Model Regression Results

Model F r2 r2 -change

p < .05 *
p < .01**
p < .001***

-
-


