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For first-generation students of color, the transition from high school to the community 

college can be a difficult one. This study explored how high schools and community 

colleges can work in partnership to improve the transition for first-gen students of color. 

A mixed-methods analysis aimed to first discern high school students’ perceptions before 

their transition to college, while the secondary qualitative phase uncovered community 

college students’ perceptions after their transition from high school to college. Findings 

describe portraits of students at four "loss points," that is, missed opportunities where 

many underrepresented students are lost to the system of higher education. An integration 

of quantitative and qualitative findings demonstrated that the first-gen underrepresented 

students do not have the same access to home- or school-based cultural capital with 

respect to crucial details and support to make the transition to college, even as compared 

to their first-gen White and Asian counterparts. Additionally, the high schools are 

promoting four-year institutions over community colleges, despite that the 

largest majority of first-gen students of color cannot access four-year colleges. 

Recommendations outline ways in which high schools and community colleges can best 

collaborate to shift this inequity by forming strategic partnerships, making data-driving 

decisions, engaging all students in the community college application process, and 

encouraging priority enrollment at community colleges for local students.   
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Chapter 1: Purpose of the Study 
“She’s always taking me to her work and would ask me if I wanted to clean toilets 
for the rest of my life.” 

      -Maria, Focus Group Participant 
Community College Student 

 

Introduction 

Maria’s story is my story.  Both of our mothers are Latina immigrants who have 

no formal education and clean houses for a living.  Both mothers spent half their lives 

cleaning toilets, occasionally bringing us with them to demonstrate a salient lesson that 

would forever change the trajectory of each our lives.  The lesson derived from one 

simple question.  “¿Quieres limpiar tasas para su vida, como yo? Entonces consiga con su 

educacion.” “Do you want to clean toilets for the rest of your life, like me?  Then get 

your education.”  That was it, end of discussion. 

I certainly knew that getting up at 4 AM with my mother to clean the local bars 

was not my destiny.  By being a high school student in the United States, I was light 

years ahead of my mother’s non-existent education in Mexico.  When my mother said, 

“Get an education,” she meant finish high school, right?  Or was there more?  Was a high 

school diploma the ticket to getting me out of cleaning toilets?  My friends weren’t 

discussing any plans beyond high school, nor were my teachers, or anyone at my high 

school for that matter.  

As I reflect on study participant Maria’s story, the similarities between our lives 

are striking, despite a twenty-year difference in age. Although underrepresented (African-
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American, Latino, Filipino, Pacific Islander) parents place high value on education 

(Billingsley, 1992; Horn, Chen, & Adelman, 1998; Noeth & Wimberly, 2002), access 

gaps remain for certain first-generation families as they transition to college.  To both our 

mothers, a high school diploma was the ending point of our education.  Yet, to earn a 

living wage in today’s society, Maria and I needed more.  For me, a 4-year college degree 

was not only my ticket out of cleaning toilets, but also my ticket out of poverty.  For 

Maria, a four-year institution was not an option because she did not meet college entry 

requirements.  In California students must meet the “a-g requirements,” which encompass 

five prerequisite subject areas to be taken in high school for eligibility to the University 

of California (UC) or California State University (CSU) systems.  Like Maria, I also did 

not meet a-g requirements, but was accepted on a conditional basis through an 

Affirmative Action admissions policy that allowed CSU and UCs to accept students 

based on race to increase diversity.  However, due to the passage of Proposition 209 in 

1996, admissions based on race are now outlawed in California (Volokh, E., 1997).   

Despite the barriers we faced, both Maria and I found our way to a college 

campus, but it would take the support of others who knew the path.  For Maria, it was a 

college student who visited her high school, while for me it was a neighbor who first 

helped me understand that post-secondary education was an option.  Although my mother 

could not tell me the steps I needed to take to successfully transition to post-secondary 

education, she had always taught me to be self-reliant.  To that end, I taught myself to 

build my own social capital (the accumulation of knowledge and abilities possessed by 
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privileged groups) in consideration of my transition to college.  In my neighborhood, I 

knew of only one person who went to college, a young woman two years older than me: 

Veronica Martin.  While on a weekend visit from college, she helped me complete my 

college application, but the application was only the first phase; I also needed help with 

subsequent steps of the enrollment process.  There was no one else I could ask in my 

family or neighborhood because I didn’t have access to adults with college degrees.  My 

home-based social capital was nearly non-existent.    

Consequently, I sought the help of my teachers and track coach with the final 

stages of my college application.  A key point is that I had to seek out their assistance; 

they didn’t explicitly offer their help with college planning.  To my surprise, they were 

all knowledgeable about the college application process because they had all been 

through it themselves.  Experts surrounded me, yet they were not readily imparting their 

knowledge.  There was no plan to distribute school-based social capital to students when 

it came to college planning activities.  Like most Latina students who are first in their 

family to pursue college, Maria and I struggled to navigate a college application process 

that was not designed with us in mind.   

The following chapter outlines the problem statement, a rationale for the study, 

research questions, definition of terms and describes the conceptual framework.  It is 

important to first note to key definitions to be discussed throughout all chapters. First, 

home-based social capital is defined by the ways in which parents, peers and extended 

family members have the social capital to assist students in their transition to college. 
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Second, school-based social capital is defined as a social network of teachers, 

counselors, administrators, and other school site staff who have knowledge of, or access 

to the college application process (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  Third, underrepresented 

students are defined as those who determine the racial achievement gap in San Francisco 

including those who identify as African-American, Native-American, Filipino, Latino 

and Pacific Islander.   

Problem Statement 

Problematic Transition for First-Generation Students  

It is not surprising that Maria and I struggled through the process of transition to 

college, because nationally, students who are first in their family to pursue college (first-

gen) have more difficulty transitioning from high school to college than their peers, often 

resulting in a delayed entry or no college entry at all (Berkner & Chavez, 1997; Chen, 

2005; Choy, Horn, Nuñez, & Chen, 2000; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & 

Nora, 1996).   In a study by the National Center for Education Statistics (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2001), students whose parents went to college are at a 

greater advantage enrolling, persisting, and completing post-secondary education than 

their first-generation counterparts.  It demonstrated that among recent high school 

graduates, 59% of first-generation students enrolled in some form of college within two 

years of high school graduation, which compares with the 75% enrollment rate for 

students whose parents had some college.  The gap widens even further when compared 
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to students with parents who have earned a bachelor’s degree, whereby 93% enrolled in 

college within two years (U.S. Department of Education, 2001). Another study based 

on data drawn from 23 urban high schools across the US revealed that a major reason for 

these problematic transitions was that students lacked accurate college planning 

information: many did not know the difference between two-year and four-year colleges 

(Noeth & Wimberly, 2004).  Like Maria and like me, first-generation students urgently 

need support in the college transitional process.   

Meritocratic Admissions System 

Access into four-year institutions has become an increasingly competitive system 

that is highly bureaucratic, and increasingly stratified (McDonough, 2004).  Applying can 

be an intense, overwhelming experience even for students whose parents have a college 

degree.  For those that don’t, they must maneuver a system of admissions policies that 

were not designed with low-income students in mind.  Specifically, evidence suggests 

that a caste system of dominance and subordinancy often begins on students’ first day of 

school and is perpetuated throughout their elementary, middle, and high school years 

where low-income students are more likely to be tracked into lower level courses (Oakes, 

et al., 2000).  Furthermore, students from high-income families are increasingly 

becoming a majority of the make up of our nation’s colleges due to their ability to score 

higher on college placement exams, and therefore, be more competitive (Carnevale & 

Strohl, 2010).  Due to this tracking system, over the past twenty years, fewer 
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underrepresented students are prepared for and accepted into universities (Oakes, et al., 

2000).  In the current study, underrepresented students are defined as those who 

determine the racial achievement gap in San Francisco including those who identify as 

African-American, Native American, Filipino, Latino and Pacific Islander.  These 

students have lower persistence rates in graduation, transfer and course completion 

compared to their Asian and White counterparts.  This definition is adopted from City 

College of San Francisco’s (CCSF) Preliminary Report on the Student Achievement Gap 

and Social Equity Resolution (CCSF, 2009).   

The four-year institution application process involves years of academic 

preparation and stringent acceptance standards including competitive grade point 

averages and test scores, essentially shutting out many underprepared students, most of 

whom are African-American and Latino (Oakes, et al., 2000).   

An Immediate Transition Is Critical 

Supporting students like Maria before they leave high school is critical because 

research indicates that underrepresented first-generation students are more likely to delay 

entry into post-secondary education (Chen, 2005).  Such a delay in matriculating is a 

major factor that puts students at risk of dropping out of college without earning a degree 

(Chen, 2005, Choy, 2001). Capturing students while they are younger is relevant, because 

if they return as older adults, they are less likely to complete college (Public Policy 

Institute of California, 2009).  A recent study surveyed 48 high school graduates who did 
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not immediately transition to college after high school, yet indicated that they aspired to 

attend in a few years.  Years later, they were still not enrolled in college and although 

indicated they “desperately” wanted to go to college, they no longer saw it as a possibility 

because they were overwhelmed with adult responsibilities such as children and full-time 

jobs (Lindholm, 2006).   

In fact in 2008, the immediate college enrollment rate for White high school 

completers was 72% nationally.  This compares to 56% for African-Americans and 64% 

for Latino students, confirming that African-American and Latino students are less likely 

to immediately transition from high school to college (Hussar, Snyder, et al., 2010).  In 

California, the situation is at a crisis since the state is 40th in the nation in the number of 

students who go directly from high school to college (Campaign for College Opportunity, 

2011). 

There is an opportunity to effectively transition students before they leave high 

school because there is still a chance to influence and guide them through a post-

secondary option. Timing is important because the transition from high school to college 

involves a complex set of tasks, which require information resources, action steps, and 

support.  To take a prime example, nearly all colleges, including community colleges, 

require one or more placement tests before entry.  If students delay entry, they will likely 

not do well on placement exams since they are tested on high school material.  In one of 

the most typical examples for underrepresented students, they do not do well on 

placement exams for English and math, placing below college level proficiency, which 



 

 

8 

then extends the number of semesters or even years before they can complete a degree 

(Gurantz, 2010).  Study participant, Jason, summarized this well with his comment, “It 

was easier to go to community college right after high school so that all of the education 

and knowledge was fresh in my mind instead of getting stuck.”  Thus, it is critically 

important to ensure first-generation underrepresented students seamlessly transition from 

high school to college because a delayed entry means they are less likely to ever enroll 

(Chen, 2005). 

Underrepresented Students Become The Majority 

These low enrollment rates among first-generation students are of grave concern 

as demographically, first-generation students are more likely to be African-American and 

Latino (Chen, 2005) and these underrepresented minorities will make up the majority of 

our nation (54%) by 2042 (Broughton, 2008).  According to the United States Census 

Bureau, more than half of all children will be minorities by 2023 (Broughton, 2008).   

The fastest growing minority groups, African-Americans and Latinos, continue to 

have low participation rates in institutions of higher education.  Nationally, only 20% and 

14.7% of African-Americans and Latinos have earned an associate’s degree or higher, 

respectively (Douglass, 2006).  Latino students are of major concern because it is 

projected that between 2005 and 2022, the number of Latino high school graduates is 

projected to increase by 88%, while the number of White high school graduates is 

projected to decline by 15% (Douglass, 2006).  
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A High School Diploma is No Longer Enough  

There was a time when the US led the world in equipping its youth with the 

education they needed to contribute to the economic success of the country (Symonds, et 

al., 2011).  But, for the first time since the middle of the 19th century, the US has fallen 

behind other countries in educating our youth.  It is, therefore, incumbent upon our nation 

to address the issue of properly transitioning underrepresented students; if not, our nation 

will face economic consequences, since this demographic will soon be the majority.  

There is also a changing trend in the US; a majority of jobs now require a college 

degree.  There was a time when a high school diploma was the ticket to the American 

dream, but that is no longer the case (Symonds, et al., 2011).  In fact, a high school 

diploma has minimal value in today’s market.  In 1973, 74% of jobs required a high 

school diploma; in 1992, that percentage shrank to 44%, and then to 41% in 2007.  By 

2018, only 37% of available jobs are projected to require only a high school diploma.  

The remaining 63% of jobs will require a college degree (Noeth & Wimberly, 2004).  

One Asian focus group participant who is attending community college indicates this 

point in her comment: “Right now I’m working in retail.  For most jobs you really need a 

degree.  I really can’t see myself continuing with this job because I don’t know how I 

could keep a stable future. That’s why I wanted to go to college.”  

Today’s demanding economy requires high-level skills and training that a high 

school diploma does not offer.  In fact, even having attended some college is better than 

just completing high school.  According to a recent report by the US Census Bureau, the 
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average high school graduate will earn $25,900 per year.  This compares to those with 

some college, including vocational certificate holders, who earn $31, 200.  For two-year 

college students who opt to transfer, bachelor’s degree holders earn $45,400 per year on 

average (US Census Bureau, 2010).  With a vocational certificate or college degree in 

hand, students such as Maria can access the majority of available jobs, earn higher 

wages, and are therefore, afforded the opportunity to participate in the American dream 

(Carnevale, et al., 2011). 

Our Nation Depends On It 

 As well as the chance for families to escape from poverty once primary earners 

have accessed higher education, there are tremendous societal benefits to a citizenry that 

is college educated.  College graduates are less of a burden on the United States 

government in that they are highly unlikely to receive welfare.  They also yield a high 

public benefit as their better wages contribute towards higher government revenues 

(Levin, 2007).  Higher levels of education also correspond with healthier lifestyles (Baum 

& Ma, 2007).  Overall, the benefits of educating our society far outweigh the cost of not 

doing so (Levin, 2007).   

The US Federal government recognizes the urgency of the problem as evidenced 

in President Obama’s 2009 address where he said, 

Tonight I ask every American to commit to at least one year or more of higher 
education or career training.  This can be community college, a four-year school, 
vocational training or an apprenticeship.  But whatever the training may be, every 
American will need to get more than a high school diploma.  
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 In 2010, the White House hosted the first ever summit for community colleges, 

which demonstrates a historic shift in rhetoric in that a four-year degree many not be the 

only post-secondary pathway for today’s youth.  This calls attention to the role of 

community colleges that if accessed, have the potential to bring the US back on its feet 

(Symonds, et al., 2011).  Thus, hope lies in the community college.   

Community College Designed To Serve All Students 

The California Master Plan for Higher Education developed in 1960 by then 

Governor Pat Brown outlines a comprehensive statewide plan designed to provide 

universal access to any student with a desire to pursue higher education.  The plan, under 

advisement of the University of California Regents and the State Board of Education, was 

created to maintain educational equity in anticipation of high demand due to baby 

boomers coming of age (University of California, 1960).  As a result of this plan, there 

were now three public post-secondary options, each designed to play different roles.  The 

University of California (UC) system draws from the top eight percent of California high 

school graduates; the California State University (CSU) system draws upon the top third 

of graduates.  The community colleges, however, have a distinctly different focus by 

being open-access post-secondary institutions (EdSource, 2008).  The Master Plan states 

that the California community college system was designed to “admit any student who 

was capable of benefitting from instruction” (University of California, 1960).  The 

primary mission is to provide academic and vocational instruction, including remedial 
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education.  Community college offerings include two-year associate’s degrees, transfers 

to a four-year institution, certificate programs, basic skills courses, and adult education 

courses.  The Master Plan also outlines that higher education was designed to be 

affordable through a Cal-Grant program, which was to ensure financially needy students 

have equal access to higher education (University of California, 1960).  Additionally, 

community colleges are designed to be accessible to more students by providing more 

instructional sites in various neighborhoods.  For example, there are over 120 community 

colleges in the State of California, compared to 10 UCs and 23 CSUs (Board of 

Governors’ Initiative, 2001).   

Despite these attempts to provide open, equal access to any student through the 

community college system, an access gap is occurring for underrepresented students who 

are the first in their family to pursue higher education as they transition from high school 

to the community college.  In fact, we are losing students at four junctures, meaning there 

are four key opportunities to serve students through the community college pathway. 

These missed opportunities minimize chances for a successful transition to the 

community college, or often result in no college attendance at all.  These four loss points 

include: 1) students who did not meet four-year institution entry requirements; 2) those 

who got accepted into a four-year institution but cannot afford the fees; 3) those who do 

not complete the community college enrollment process; and 4) those who dropped out of 

high school.  For each of these groups of students, a majority of whom are from 

underrepresented groups, a four-year institution was not a possibility for reasons to be 
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described in detail.  There is, however, an opportunity to capture students at each juncture 

through a community college pathway.  The community colleges are open access 

institutions, which means they were designed to serve any student regardless of academic 

standing.  Additionally, the community colleges are often the most affordable option 

among post-secondary institutions; in fact in some cases, there is no cost to the student to 

attend.  Yet African-American and Latino students are disproportionately not pursuing 

the community college option.   

This trend for African-American and Latino students to pursue no higher 

education may arise due to a lack of home-based social capital. Parents may not be 

pushing them to pursue a post-secondary education, likely because they believe a high 

school diploma is sufficient.  Additionally, these underrepresented students may be 

isolated from adults who have college degrees, and therefore, receive minimal 

encouragement or informational support from peers or extended family members.  

Because these underrepresented students are not getting support with their college 

application from home, high schools and community colleges should offer such support.  

Yet high schools appear not to prioritize support for those who need it most (Farmer-

Hinton, 2008).  For example, high schools may assume that the community college 

application is easy, and so students can complete it on their own.  In reality, the 

community college application’s five-step process is often overwhelming.  Thus, high 

schools need to guarantee that all students have equal access to school-based social 

capital in the area of college planning activities.  Schools can do this by ensuring students 
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have access to pivotal adults who can assist them through the process.  Additionally, the 

community college should be promoted at a level equal to the four-year college process 

to capture students at each of these junctures.  Ultimately, this perpetual leak in the 

academic pipeline from high school to college is one of many critical issues that we are 

obliged to repair. If not, the disparity between first-generation underrepresented students 

and their counterparts will invariably contribute towards our continued inequitable 

educational system.  Outlined below are four critical loss points where educational 

institutions are allowing students --  a group primarily comprised of African-American 

and Latino students -- to slip through the educational pipeline.  

Loss Point One: Did Not Meet UC/CSU Entry Requirements 

First, in 2010 across the school district, only 54% of high school graduates met 

the California State University and University of California (CSU/UC) entry 

requirements, a-g requirements (California Department of Education, 2011).  Among 

Asian graduates, 67% met these entry requirements, while 57% of White students met 

them.  Comparatively, only 33% of Latino students and 28% of African-American 

students met these entry requirements.  This indicates that Latino and African-American 

students are going on to a CSU or UC less often than Asian and White students because 

they don’t qualify for admission (Oakes, et al., 2000).  Therefore, the community college 

is the only pathway for the majority of Latino and African-American high school 

graduates.  It is important to note that although SFUSD is moving towards making these 

CSU/UC entry requirements mandatory for high school graduation in 2014, this does not 
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necessarily mean that many more students will qualify for CSU or UC.  Specifically, the 

school district only mandates that students pass the course with a D or better, yet the CSU 

and UC system require a C grade.  Therefore, the upcoming new standards do not 

actually meet four-year institution entry requirements.  Furthermore, even if more 

students pass with the minimum GPA 2.0 requirement, CSUs and UCs are getting 

increasingly competitive, which will limit entry for students with lower grades (Smiley, 

2010).   

Loss Point Two: Got into a Four-Year but Cannot Afford Fees 

Second, of the few Latino and African-American students who do meet CSU/UC 

entry requirements, rising costs within universities across our nation often present a cost 

barrier (Public Policy Institute of California, 2009).  Since 1980, college tuition fees have 

increased four times the rate of inflation.  These increases disproportionately affect low-

income families because their household earnings have decreased 7%, while families at 

the highest income levels have seen an increase in earnings by 73% over the past 30 years 

(Lynch, Engle & Cruz, 2011).  One may assume that lower-income students would 

qualify for financial aid to offset these costs.  However, this is not the case.  An analysis 

by the Education Trust found that after exhausting all sources of grant aid, the typical 

low-income student has to come up with over $11,000 annually to attend a public college 

(Lynch, Engle & Cruz, 2011).  Since low-income families are heavily comprised of 

African-American and Latino students, these groups are disproportionally affected and 

are, consequently, the ones being shut out of a four-year institution education.  In a recent 
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study, 56% of African-American and Latino students indicated that college costs were a 

major obstacle in deciding whether they should pursue higher education (Noeth & 

Wimberly, 2004).  Studies show that minority students lack financial information about 

colleges and a majority perceive that they cannot afford college, and therefore, do not 

attend (Noeth & Wimberly, 2004).  The community college, however, is affordable and 

so should be promoted as a viable option among low-income families (Board of 

Governors’ Initiative, 2001).   

Furthermore, many academic departments in the CSU/UC system are impacted by 

lean budget times, which means that students may not be able to access key courses they 

need to graduate, or may not be admitted to their preferred major (Campaign for College 

Opportunity, 2005).  Thus even when they begin attending a CSU or UC, under-

represented students may not have the means to stay the course until they can access the 

classes they need to graduate.  In contrast, community colleges are the most affordable 

post-secondary option, and furthermore, San Francisco Unified School District graduates 

can easily access the courses they need because following a reform enacted in 2010, they 

receive priority registration at CCSF, their local community college (Fain, 2012).  This 

reform was part of an on-going effort to improve retention rates for local students, and 

specifies that CCSF allowed all SFUSD graduates to receive priority registration moving 

forward.  Hence, for the few underrepresented students who get accepted into a four-year 

institution, if they cannot afford the fees or access classes, the community college transfer 

option may serve as a back-up plan.  
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Loss Point Three: Go Nowhere After High School 

Third, high school graduates failing to pursue any post-secondary education is 

also a statewide problem as only 56% of California’s high school graduates go on to 

college the following year, compared to the national average of 62%.  Looking at the 

community college specifically, only 30% of high school graduates attended in 2004 

(National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2008). 

Locally, every year approximately 1000 San Francisco Unified School District 

(SFUSD) high school graduates do not pursue any post-secondary education, despite 

having earned a high school diploma (John W. Gardner Center for Youth and Their 

Communities, 2011).  A recent study followed 2008 high school graduates and 

determined that 19% of the graduates never attended any post-secondary institution one 

year later ((John W. Gardner Center for Youth and Their Communities, 2011).  

Furthermore, those who are not going on to college tend to be African-American and 

Latino students-- the two groups of students among the college-going population who are 

most often the first in their families to pursue college (Chen, 2005).  On average, 31% of 

Latino students and 30% of African-American students did not pursue any post-

secondary education, despite the fact that City College of San Francisco (CCSF) is 

accessible to them.  Comparatively, only 16% of White and 14% of Chinese high school 

graduates did not pursue any college (John W. Gardner Center for Youth and Their 

Communities, 2011). 
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According to the SFUSD 2010 Progress Report, the district goal is for all students 

to have the chance to enroll in college or a quality career-training program (San Francisco 

Unified School District, 2010).  Obviously, these numbers indicate they are falling short 

of their goal.  There may be a missed opportunity to increase college-going rates among 

African-American and Latino students by encouraging them to pursue post-secondary 

education in the first place and specifically by informing them of the community college 

as a viable pathway.   

Loss Point Four: High School Dropouts 

Fourth, only 81% (n= 3,550) of SFUSD’s senior class in 2010 met high school 

graduation requirements.  That year, 477 (13%) students dropped out of high school, just 

shy of graduation (California Department of Education, 2012).  Over six years, 

approximately 2,862 students appear to not have returned to high school in San 

Francisco.  Yet to qualify for entry into the community college, applicants do not need a 

high school diploma, nor do they do not need to pass the high school exit exam; they 

merely need to be 18 years of age or older.   

This is not just a local problem: our nation is plagued by increasingly dramatic 

high school dropout rates.  In fact, the US has fallen from first place to 13th in high school 

graduation rates among other nations.  Furthermore, nearly half of all African-American 

and Latino students drop out of high school (Bridgeland, et al., 2006).  A recent nation-

wide study indicated that dropouts cited being uninterested as a primary reason for 
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dropping out.  They had difficulty making a connection from the high school curriculum 

to achieving their dreams (Bridgeland, et al., 2006).   

Since high school dropouts are likely not connecting to the traditional curriculum 

offered in high school, perhaps exposure to a technical trade or vocational pathway would 

have sparked more interest.  The community college offers such programs.  That is to 

say, a bachelor’s degree is not the only acceptable route towards financial stability, as 

many well paying jobs only require a vocational certificate.  In fact, graduates of the best 

community college certificate programs often earn more than their peers with bachelor’s 

degrees (Bridgeland, et al., 2006).  Since most high school dropouts did not see the 

connection between high school and a career, perhaps exposure to a technical certificate 

is in order (Hanford, 2011).  Furthermore, even if students do not complete a certificate 

or degree, research shows that some college is better than none at all in that individuals 

with some college tend to earn more than those with just a high school diploma (Hanford, 

2011).  If high schools properly promote the community college and highlight all its 

offerings including career technical education programs to students at all grade levels, 

perhaps high school dropouts would at least understand they could access a decent paying 

job through the community college pathway.    

In sum, first-generation underrepresented students are less likely to pursue a four-

year institution pathway due to the aforementioned barriers.  Despite many federal and 

statewide efforts to increase college degrees among underrepresented students throughout 

the nation, their impact is not adequate due to the inequitable system of stratification in 
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our K-12 schools and admissions policies (Oakes, et al., 2000).  Since these groups 

continue to fight an uphill battle to enter the four-year institution system that was not 

designed with them in mind, it behooves our country to find a backup plan for them, 

conceivably through a community college pathway.  Despite this secondary option, 

underrepresented students are still not pursuing post-secondary education through the 

pathway due to a lack of social capital at home and a lack of school-based social capital.  

High schools and community colleges need to do a better job of convincing all students 

to pursue post-secondary education, promoting the community college as a viable option 

and supporting them through the enrollment process.   

Study Rationale  

The purpose of this study is to explore how high schools and community colleges 

can work together to improve the transition of underrepresented first-generation high 

school students to the community college.  My study investigated first-gen students’ lack 

of access to social capital at home regarding the college enrollment process and the 

consequent need to rely on school-based social capital.  Despite this, students who have 

higher levels of home-based social capital absorb the public high schools’ very few 

resources, leaving little opportunity for underrepresented community college bound 

students to receive support through the application process.  High schools may assume 

that community college bound students do not need assistance, and therefore, do not 

create a space to support them in their transition.  My argument is that although 
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community colleges are open-access institutions, underrepresented students do need 

assistance.  In fact, they probably need such assistance even more than many of their 

four-year bound peers, due to the lack of home-based social capital around college 

admissions processes in their homes.  The current study aims to shed light on any 

inequities in school-based social capital and offers recommendations for how high 

schools can better support all students through a transition to post-secondary education.  

It is important to note that the term transition is a broadly defined term.  For this 

particular study, the transition period is defined as the point high school seniors are 

applying to college until initial entry to college. The study did not examine acculturation 

or persistence after students have enrolled. 

Research Questions 

Based on the aforementioned rationale, the following research questions aim to 

address the transition issue:   

• What perceptions do students have about access to college planning activities in their 

families or in their neighborhoods? 

• What perceptions do students have about access to school-based social capital in the area 

of college planning activities? 

• In what ways are high schools promoting the community college as a viable option? 
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Operational Definitions 

There are several operational definitions key to my study design, including the following.   

Transition is defined as the time frame by which high school seniors prepare for and 

complete their college applications until acceptance into an institution of higher 

education, excluding acculturation into their first year of college.   

First-generation students are defined as students for whom neither parent has more than 

a high school diploma in the United States.  This is according to the United States 

Department of Education definition (United States Department of Education, 2001).   

Historically underrepresented students: are defined as those who determine the racial 

achievement gap in San Francisco including those who identify as African-American, 

Native-American, Filipino, Latino and Pacific Islander.  These students have lower 

persistence rates in graduation, transfer and course completion compared to their Asian 

and White counterparts.  This definition is adopted from City College of San Francisco’s 

(CCSF) Preliminary Report on the Student Achievement Gap and Social Equity 

Resolution (CCSF, 2009). 

Home-based social capital is defined as the ways in which parents, peers and extended 

family members have the social capital to assist students in their transition to college. 

School-based social capital is defined as a social network of teachers, counselors, 

administrators, and other school site staff who have knowledge of, or access to the 

college application process (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). 

Community college is defined as a public two-year community college that offers 
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associate’s degrees and certificates. 

Spatial isolation of educational attainment is defined as students’ access to adults or 

peers with college degrees in their neighborhood and home-based environment. Degree-

holding adults have some understanding of college culture due to their own personal 

experience.  

College planning activities are defined as activities associated with the college 

application and acceptance process including completing the application, taking college 

entrance exams, participating in an orientation, creating an educational plan, and applying 

for financial aid. 

Pivotal adults are defined as individuals “responsible for enlarging students’ vision, 

offering dreams of a better tomorrow not found in their neighborhoods and making those 

dreams seems attainable” (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996, pp.75-76). 

Significance of Study 

My study was inspired by a previous study conducted by Farmer-Hinton (2008), 

whereby she researched urban youth in Chicago and revealed that school-based social 

capital is necessary for college planning, due to the lack of guidance on this process from 

home.  However, her research focused on charter high schools that provide 

comprehensive college preparation and planning programs for all students, meaning the 

college application is built into the curriculum for every student.  My study differs in that 

it applies these concepts to a regular K-12 public high school where assisting every 
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student through the college application process may not be the norm.  Furthermore, my 

study focuses on community college bound students, in contrast to Farmer-Hinton’s focus 

on applicants to four-year colleges.   

My study aims to reveal that for first-generation underrepresented students to 

enroll in college, their primary sources for direct college planning support and guidance 

should come from their schools due to the lack of access to a college-going culture 

among first-gen students’ family and neighborhood networks (Farmer-Hinton, 2008).  

Furthermore, few scholars have argued that students who are isolated from adults with 

college degrees is a rationale for high schools to prioritize support for these students 

(Farmer-Hinton, 2008; O’Conner, 2000; Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  Given this, my study 

hopes to advance research on this issue, inform practice, and shape existing policy.  

Results of my study will inform high school and community college leaders of this 

significant oversight and urge them to implement measures to remedy the problem. 

Conceptual Framework  

The conceptual framework (Figure 1) contains these four loss points and features 

four students (Maria, Sean, John and Rosa) who represent each loss point.  Students like 

these often lack home-based and school-based social capital, which leads to a 

problematic transition to college, largely due to the meritocratic admissions system that 

was not designed with them in mind.  The conceptual frame is also comprised four key 

constructs. The first two, a) parental guidance and b) spatial isolation of educational 
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attainment, explore aspects of students’ home-based social capital. The second two, c) 

access to pivotal adults and d) promotion of the community college examine students’ 

access to school-based social capital, all to be described in the subsequent chapter.  

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 
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Summary 

As outlined, the majority of first-generation underrepresented students struggle 

through a problematic transition to college or never attend at all.  We must capture these 

students in that critical time of transition from high school to college because an 

immediate transition increases the chance that they will succeed.  If we are unable to do 

so, the vitality of our nation will deteriorate because underrepresented students are 

quickly becoming the majority. By not effectively transitioning them to college, they will 

only have a high school diploma in hand in their job search.  A high school diploma is no 

longer the ticket out of poverty, nor is it the ticket towards earning a living wage in the 

US.   

Maria and I learned only in our senior year of the tremendous benefits of a 

college degree. Further, we learned only by happenstance through meeting peers already 

in college. An earlier understanding of the college-going process would have given us a 

stronger foundation and would also have captured a majority of our classmates who did 

not take advantage of this opportunity of a lifetime.  Our mothers could have never 

envisioned the financial freedom that awaited us, as cleaning toilets would be very far 

from our destinies.   
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Introduction 

Students who are first in their family to pursue college experience more difficulty 

transitioning from high school to college than their peers.  This often results in a delayed 

entry into college and minimizes the chances that they will ever attend (Terenzini, 

Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996; Chen, 2005; Choy, Horn, Nuñez, & Chen, 

2000; Berkner & Chavez, 1997).  Low college enrollment rates among first-generation 

college students are of significant concern because demographically they are more likely 

to be African-American and Latino (Chen, 2005) and they will soon make up the 

majority of our nation (54%) by 2042 (Broughton, 2008).  Plus, by the year 2018, 63% of 

jobs will require a college degree (Noeth & Wimberly, 2004).  Then, in order to keep the 

US economy productive and flourishing, it is imperative to establish a clear access path 

for African-American and Latino students into post-secondary education.  However, only 

23% of African-American and only 20% of Latino students are meeting entry 

requirements for a four-year, compared to 40% of White students (Roderick, Nagaoka & 

Coca, 2009). 

Still, a solution lies in the California community college system, which was 

designed to “admit any student who was capable of benefitting from instruction” and also 

offer an affordable post-secondary option for those who are low-income (University of 

California, 1960).  Prospective students merely need to be 18 years of age in order to 
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enroll.  Despite an attempt to provide open, equal access to any student through the 

community college system, an access gap is occurring for underrepresented students who 

are the first in their family to pursue higher education as they transition from high school 

to the community college.  Although the community college can be their second chance 

at post-secondary education, they are not pursuing it.  The following review of theoretical 

and empirical literature aims to understand the historical context and reasons why this 

occurs.   

Scope & Structure of Review 

The following literature review examines the importance of equal access to 

school-based social capital for first-gen underrepresented students due to a lack of home-

based social capital.  This is examined within the context of students’ ability to navigate 

the community college application process.  To conduct the review, I accessed multiple 

database searches including ProQuest Education Journals, ERIC, and Google Scholar, 

among others.  Keyword searches included several combinations including; school-based 

social capital and first-generation college students; home-based social capital and first-

generation college students; home-based social capital and school-based social capital 

and finally; college access and meritocracy.    

The organization of this literature review starts with a theoretical framework of 

related aspects of social capital including Critical Race Theory (CRT), Community 

Cultural Wealth, and Meritocracy.  The remaining majority of the review coincides with 
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the structure of the conceptual framework discussed in chapter one.  Four key constructs 

will be discussed.  The first two, a) parental guidance and b) spatial isolation of 

educational attainment, explore aspects of students’ home-based social capital.  The 

second two, c) access to pivotal adults and d) promotion of the community college assess 

students’ school-based social capital.  It is important to note that although there are 

several phases of transition which students’ experience as they shift from high school to 

college, the following literature review focuses on the application and enrollment phase.  

Excluded within this review is acculturation into students’ first year of college.   

Critical Race Theory  

Within the context of social inequity, Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977) defined cultural capital as an accumulation of cultural knowledge, skills, and 

abilities possessed and inherited by privileged groups in society.  He asserts that cultural 

capital as well as social capital and economic capital can be acquired in two ways: from 

one’s family or through formal schooling.  However, Bourdieu’s interpretation of cultural 

capital assumes that White, middle class culture is the norm with which capital should be 

judged and others are assumed to be “culturally poor” (Yosso, 2005).  It also assumes 

that people of color lack the social and cultural capital required for social mobility.  

Connected to this, it may also be assumed that students of color come to the classroom 

with cultural deficiencies and this may explain why their academic outcomes are 

significantly lower than that of Whites (Yosso, 2005; Solórzano, 1998).  Given such a 
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deficit reading of Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital, there are several alternative 

theories that challenge these traditional interpretations including Critical Race Theory 

(CRT), Cultural Wealth (Yosso, 2005; Solórzano, 1998), and Meritocracy (Young, 1958).   

Critical Race Theory is a framework that can be used to examine and challenge 

the ways race implicitly and explicitly impacts social structures, practices, and 

discourses.  CRT draws from a variety of disciplines including ethnic studies, women’s 

studies, sociology, and history (Bernal, 1995).  Daniel Solórzano (1997, 1998) identified 

five tenets of CRT that inform social capital theory.  First, he states that race and racism 

are central, endemic, permanent, and a fundamental part of defining and explaining how 

American society functions.  Layers of racialized subordination exist based on gender, 

class immigration status, surname, phenotype, accent, and sexuality.  CRT challenges 

White privilege and exposes deficit-informed research that silences, ignores and distorts 

the funds of knowledge that people of color hold.  Additionally, CRT has a commitment 

to social justice, and therefore, recognizes the experiential knowledge of people of color 

as legitimate and critical to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial 

subordination (Solórzano 1997, 1998). 

Community Cultural Wealth 

More recently, Tara Yosso (2006) introduced an alternative concept, Community 

Cultural Wealth.  She asserts its potential to transform the process of schooling.  Yosso 

identifies several forms of cultural wealth in the form of different types of capital 
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including aspirational capital, linguistic capital, familial capital, social capital, 

navigational capital and resistant capital.  These varied forms of wealth recognize the 

students’ ability to speak multiple languages (linguistic capital) and the ability of 

communities of color to resist subordination by encouraging their children to challenge 

structures of inequality (resistant capital), among others.  Yosso (2004) places value on 

identifying and documenting cultural wealth as a means to empower communities of 

color to utilize the assets abundant within their communities to transform education.  She 

further challenges the concept of using the White middle class standard to judge those 

from all backgrounds, and encourages a commitment to restructure our schools by 

placing value on the funds of knowledge held by people of color.   

However, until value is placed upon Critical Race Theory and Yosso’s forms of 

capital wealth, students must navigate the existing system of academic merit within our 

educational institutions (Solórzano, 1997, 1998; Yosso, 2004) and more specifically for 

the focus of this study, our admissions policies to institutions of higher education (Oakes, 

Rogers, Lipton, Morrell & 2000).  Even though first-gen students of color have cultural 

wealth, it is not valued and not used in admissions policies in higher education. 

Meritocracy 

The large majority of current admissions policies are based on a system of 

meritocracy and social stratification (Oakes, et al., 2000).  Students from mainstream 

cultures and middle class status are at an advantage because these admissions policies 
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were designed to serve them.  Not surprisingly, members of privileged groups embrace 

the ideology of merit as being morally fair, and therefore, justify its use.  This practice 

also allows them to maintain a competitive advantage in four-year institution admissions 

(Oakes, Guiuiton, 1995; Solórzano & Ornelas, 2009).   

Recently, Oakes and colleagues (Oakes, et al., 2000) conducted a case study of 

high school outreach programs that aim to support students of color through the college 

application process.  These programs, based at University of California (UC) campuses 

across the state intend to increase diversity among the UC student demographics.  Yet 

despite these programs’ best efforts, admissions offices employ traditional measures 

based on GPAs and SAT scores for admission decisions (Oakes, et al., 2000).  This 

meritocratic system is problematic because students of color are disproportionately 

underrepresented in the highest-level courses.  Evidence indicates that this “sorting” of 

students starts as early as kindergarten (Oakes & Guiton, 1995; Solórzano & Ornelas, 

2009; Chambers, Huggins & Scheurich, (2009).  In the study, principals admitted that 

they believed that kindergarten teachers could accurately identify those children who will 

be at-risk in high school.  In an earlier study among three schools, (Oakes & Guiton, 

1995) teachers and counselors admitted that they decided how to place students in 

courses by judging them by their social class, background, dress, speech patterns, and 

behavior.  The study also revealed that schools in advantaged communities typically 

offered more extensive and well-developed academic courses, especially in science and 

math than schools in less well-off neighborhoods (Oakes, Guiuiton, 1995).  Additionally, 
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students of color are typically tracked into vocational tracks at higher rates, and 

correspondingly, tracked at lower rates into rigorous academic courses than their affluent 

White counterparts.  Adding to the problem is the fact that admissions offices commonly 

offer additional admissions points to students enrolled in Advanced Placement (AP) 

courses, courses in which students of color are severely underrepresented (Oakes, 

Guiuiton, 1995; Solórzano & Ornelas, 2009; Venzant Chambers, Huggins & Scheurich, 

2009).  

These inequities in admissions policies connect back to the importance of 

empowering students of color with an accumulation of cultural knowledge, skills, and 

abilities typically utilized by privileged groups (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).   Although 

this view of social capital accumulation is deficit-informed and silences, ignores, and 

distorts the funds of knowledge of people of color (Yosso, 2004; Solórzano, 1997, 1998) 

it is unfortunately, the existing structure within which students must negotiate (Stanton-

Salazar, 1997).  Unless this changes, youth of today must conform to the norms, values, 

and ideals of American society, and must therefore, learn how to maneuver the structural 

features of the middle/upper class networks that function as lifelines to resources that 

allow low-income individuals to experience social mobility (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  In 

consequence, access to social capital at home and at school are imperative among first-

generation underrepresented students.   
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Home-Based Social Capital 

Within the context of this study, home-based social capital is defined as the ways 

in which parents, peers, and extended family members have the social capital to assist 

students in their transition to college.  Coinciding with the conceptual frame, the 

following section outlines two constructs of home-based social capital.  First, a review of 

parental guidance is described.  The second construct, “spatial isolation of educational 

attainment” assesses students’ access to adults or peers with college degrees in their 

neighborhood and home-based environment.  

Construct 1: Parental Guidance Imperative 

A chief aspect of home-based social capital is parental guidance.  Strong 

encouragement and support from parents is the most significant factor affecting whether 

students aspire to and enroll in college, regardless of parents’ level of education (Hossler, 

Schmidt, & Vesper, 1999; Terenzini et al., 1996).  Parents play an influential role in post-

secondary planning and in instilling strong educational values to pursue college in the 

first place (McDonough, 2004; Noeth, & Wimberly, 2002).  Parental involvement in 

college planning activities is associated with higher college enrollment rates (Aud, et., al 

2010).  In a study among 26 schools (Noeth & Wimberly, 2002), virtually all students 

reported their mother heavily influenced them when it came to their college planning 

process.  The study revealed that parents tended to be the greatest cheerleaders in 

motivating young people to attend college.   
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First-generation Parents -- High Aspirational Capital 

This concept of “cheerleading” is common among parents who did not attend 

college themselves (Noeth & Wimberly, 2002).  Parents of first-gen students encourage 

their children to pursue higher education on a consistent basis (Billingsley, 1992; Horn, 

Chen, & Adelman, 1998; Noeth & Wimberly, 2002) suggesting they have high 

aspirational capital.  Yosso (2005) describes aspirational capital among families of color 

as the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real and 

perceived barriers.  In particular, African-American and Latino parents strongly 

encourage post-secondary education among their children as a means to break the cycle 

of poverty (Freeman, 1999; Institute of Higher Education Policy, 2001).  In a recent 

policy study (Tomas Rivera Policy Institute, 2004), nine out of ten Latino parents said 

they believed that a college education is necessary to lead a successful life.  Another 

study (Torrez, 2004) concluded that Latino parents do not need to be sold on the value of 

a college degree; in fact, they clearly articulated high educational expectations for their 

children.  This evidence differs from the experience that Maria and I had, where our 

parents were promoting a high school diploma and did not necessarily understand the 

value of a college degree, nor were they offering assistance with our transition.  Another 

study found that despite first-gen parents’ best cheerleading efforts, Cabrera and La Nasa 

(2000) found that first-gen parents were not able to assist their children since they do not 

have knowledge of the college application processes.  They simply do not have the 

necessary tools to assist their children with college planning due to the lack of direct 
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experience themselves (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 1998; Noeth & Wimberly, 

2002). 

First-generation Parents -- Limited Knowledge of College Application Process 

 Additional studies reinforce this lack of experience. According to a National 

Education on Center of Statistics (2001) longitudinal study of over 1900 students, those 

whose parents did not go to college received less assistance from their parents in applying 

to colleges and reported that they were less likely to report having discussed the 

application process with their parents (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  This lack 

of information among first-gen parents may present added pressure, which often rests 

solely on the students.  In a study among first-gen Chicana high school seniors, all study 

participants indicated that although their parents held a very strong value towards the 

importance of attaining an education, their parents were not able to assist them through 

the process due to a lack of familiarity.  Participants indicated they felt responsible for 

informing their parents of the college-going process (Ceja, 2000). 

 Evidence reveals that, in particular, there is a lack of knowledge related to financial 

aid among parents of first-gen students (Choy, 2001). This is cause for concern since 

many first-generation students face particular financial barriers that in contrast, many non 

first-generation counterparts do not (Choy, 2001).  Before first-generation students even 

apply to college, they have financial concerns; their parents are more likely to be 

concerned about college costs than their peers whose parents went to college (Berkner & 
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Chavez, 1997).  They were more likely to cite obtaining financial aid and being able to 

work while attending school as very important reasons for choosing their post-secondary 

institutions (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).  In the study among Latino parents, where 

nine out of ten encouraged college among their children, two-thirds of them said they did 

not receive any student aid information before their child left high school.  Furthermore, 

more than half of these parents could not name a single source of student aid (Tomas 

Rivera Policy Institute, 2004).  

 This lacking knowledge on financial aid may be affecting their transition.  Many 

may not attend due to these concerns, a stress factor which does not burden their high-

socioeconomic counterparts.  For those who do enroll, they are unable to fully commit to 

their education because they are likely to prioritize work over their studies (Nunez & 

Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).  First-gen students also tend to work full-time while enrolled in 

comparison to non first-generation students at 33% vs. 24% (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 

1998).  To compound this trend, working while attending college has stronger negative 

implications for first-generation students’ academic outcomes than it does for their peers 

(Pascarella et al., 2004).  Fortunately some research by Somers et al. (2004) shows that 

removing these financial barriers will increase the likelihood that first-generation students 

persist through college, and further, as first-generation students access financial aid, these 

financial barriers become less of a concern for them and their families.  Overall, first-

generation students and their parents lack knowledge in the area of financial aid, which is 

only one of many, often overwhelming, aspects of the college application process.  
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Parental Guidance Correlates with College Enrollment 

Thus, lack of knowledge on the part of parents directly correlates with a 

problematic transition to college (Choy, 2001; Pascarella et al., 2004; Pike & Kuh, 2005; 

Ishitani, 2006). A national study determined that among parents who discussed college 

matters with their children, the odds of them enrolling in college were twice those of 

students whose parents rarely spoke with them about college (Horn & Chen, 1998).  In 

other words, the majority of students in college today had a parent speak with them about 

it (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000).  Additionally, in an analysis of National Educational 

Longitudinal Study (NELS) data, Plank and Jordon (2001) determined that the odds of 

African-American males with strong family guidance combined with direct support from 

their school have a 90% chance of enrolling in college.  Yet without these factors, their 

chances decrease to 50%.  In another study among high school graduates who decided to 

forego college, nearly all participants revealed that their parents were minimally involved 

in their education in high school.  Several participants could not recall any conversations 

they had with parents about their education (Lindholm, 2006).  These studies highlight 

the importance of parental guidance and the direct correlation with college enrollment.  

As evidenced, first-gen parents are encouraging but are unable to directly guide their 

children.  Therefore, despite the highest levels of cheerleading or encouragement from 

first-gen parents, lacking the direct knowledge to assist, they will tend to minimize their 

children’s chances of college enrollment (Torrez, 2004, Ceja, 2000). However, parents 

are not the only factor of influence among students’ home-based networks.  An 
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examination of other key individuals including other adults in their neighborhoods and 

peers can offer additional insight. 

Construct 2: Spatial Isolation of Educational Attainment 

As minimal college admissions guidance is provided from first-gen parents, this 

section examines support in other areas.  The related construct is called, “spatial isolation 

of educational attainment” and is defined as students’ access to adults or peers with 

college degrees in their neighborhood and home-based environment. Degree-holding 

adults have some understanding of college culture due to their own personal experience 

and may serve as additional supports. 

Proportion of College Degrees in Neighborhoods 

An analysis of census data from Chicago demonstrated that whites tend to live in 

concentrated areas where college degrees are the norm (Sander, 2006).  On the flip side, 

first-gen students of color commonly live in areas of concentrated poverty whereby their 

neighborhoods have a lower proportion of college graduates (Sander, 2006; Wilson, 

1996).  In particular, African-American and Latino students tend to live in areas where 

they are spatially isolated from individuals with college degrees (Farmer-Hinton, 2008). 

Farmer-Hinton’s (2008) study focused on urban neighborhoods of concentrated poverty 

found that since students of color are less likely to have either adults at home, or adults in 

their neighborhood to help shape their college planning tasks, students need to rely on 

school-based networks.  The study determined that building these students’ social capital 
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at school was a critical factor in applying to college.  The study further revealed that 

when African-American and Latino students (whose personal networks are not infused 

with people who have gone to college), were exposed to a college-going culture at 

school, it had a major impact on their decision to pursue college (Farmer-Hinton, 2008).  

Since first-gen students of color tend to live in areas of concentrated poverty and 

consequently live in environments that lack a college-going culture, they will likely not 

pursue a college degree because it is not the norm (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  This lack of 

limited access to adults with degrees means they have fewer adults to help them apply to 

college and mentor them through the process. (Sander, 2006; Wilson, 1987; Ceja, 2000; 

Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Noeth & Wimberly, 2002).   

Peer Influence on College Aspirations 

  Another aspect of students’ home-based networks includes peer groups and 

friends. Studies indicate that having college-going peers plays a significant role in 

students’ school success and college planning (Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999).  

Simultaneously, peer groups who are resistant to school performance are associated with 

low educational attainment for all members (Macleod, 1999).  Another study among 23 

public high schools revealed that 37% of students surveyed indicated that their friends 

were influential in college planning activities (Noeth & Wimberly, 2002).  The study 

concluded that peers may be a significant source of college planning among African-

American and Hispanic students because their parents had limited college planning 
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information (Noeth & Wimberly, 2002; Hossler et al., 1999).  

This section reviewed the first two key constructs including a lack of direct 

parental support and the fact that first-gen students are spatially isolated from adults with 

college degrees in their home-based networks. Combined, these indicate a lack of home-

based social capital -- a critical factor that can make or break a student’s transition to 

college (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  For those reasons, schools should prioritize providing 

fair access to school-based social capital for first-gen students of color (Farmer-Hinton, 

2008).  A review of this aspect of social capital is therefore in order.   

School-based Social Capital 

Within the context of this study, school-based social capital is defined as a social 

network of teachers, counselors, administrators, and other school site staff members who 

have knowledge of, or access to the college application process (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  

The following section describes the final two constructs of the conceptual frame 

connected to students’ school-based social capital.  The third construct examines the 

importance of a school-based pivotal adult in students’ transition to college including 

counselors and after school program providers.  The fourth construct, promoting the 

community college, discusses the importance of disseminating community college 

information.   
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Construct 3: Access to Pivotal Adults 

Stanton-Salazar (1997) examined the role of “institutional agents” such as high 

school counselors and their relevance, especially in the lives of students of color.  He 

argues that low-income students of color critically need these agents to help them 

navigate a middle/upper class educational system.  This coincides with Bourdieu’s 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) theory that cultural capital is an accumulation of cultural 

knowledge, skills, and abilities possessed and inherited by privileged groups in society.  

Thus, Stanton-Salazar further asserts that students of color need pivotal adults to “decode 

a system” that was not designed with them in mind.  He further states that access to social 

capital is a barrier among students of color, yet agents have the capacity to transmit 

institutional resources and opportunities, such as college admissions processes. (Stanton-

Salazar, 1997).  

Echoing this, several key studies reveal the importance of pivotal adults in 

students’ lives related to college enrollment.  First, in a recent study among 23 public 

high schools, students revealed that they had an “interested adult” at their school who 

identified them as having the potential to succeed in college and assisted them with their 

college application process (Noeth & Wimberly, 2002).  Another study (O’Connor, 2000) 

found that students of color with college aspirations typically had a school-based 

advocate who helped them see college as a viable option.  Similarly, Levine and Nidiffer 

(1996) found that students of color who were in college had experienced a pivotal 

relationship responsible for shaping their dream to attend college.  Finally, another study 
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revealed that first-gen students’ access to pivotal relationships, often accessed at their 

schools, encouraged them to dream beyond a high school diploma, a critical factor which 

may be affecting their transition to higher education (Farmer-Hinton, 2008).   

School-Based Social Capital Not Equally Distributed 

Despite the importance of pivotal adults for students of color, studies reveal these 

adults, and thus school-based social capital, are not being distributed equally.  An NCES 

(2001) study indicated that when comparing first-gen to non-first-gen students, one 

would expect the first-gen students would report receiving more support from their 

school than their counterparts.  However, the study revealed that there were no significant 

differences between the two groups, indicating that they equally received help with the 

college application process from their schools.  Even more concerning, another study 

conducted an analysis of data from three national longitudinal studies and determined that 

first-generation students not only received less help from their parents in applying to 

college, but also were less likely to receive help from their schools (Choy, 2001).  

Therefore, a deeper understanding of pivotal adults and their role in distributing school-

based social capital is critical.   

Counselors: Limited Access 

Meaningful advisement from counselors has been correlated with an increase in 

students’ feelings of being prepared for a successful transition to college (McDonough, 

2004).  Also, counselors are critical to students when applying to college because often 
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the counselor is the key school-based individual to assist them in the post-secondary 

process (Noeth & Wimberly, 2002).  So, even though research clearly reveals the 

importance of pivotal adults, such as counselors, in first-gen students’ lives as they 

transition to college, evidence also indicates that they do not have adequate access.  

Recent studies indicate that because of high student to counselor ratios, resources focused 

on college planning are limited (McClafferty et al., 2002; McDonough, 2004).  For 

example, in Ceja’s (2000) study of Chicana high school students in California, the 

majority of participants indicated that it was difficult for them to receive proper college 

guidance because there were too many students seeking out the efforts of one college 

counselor at their school.  The study determined that due to high counselor ratios 

(3000:1), access to pertinent college information is not feasible for all students.   

Counselors: No Time for College Planning Support 

High student to counselor ratios are further exacerbated by the fact that 

diminishing resources have shifted counselor roles from educational guidance to 

addressing social problems such as violence and drug abuse (McDonough, 2005). In a 

more recent study, McDonough (2004) determined that, in general, college planning is 

not built into public high schools so no staff member has primary responsibility for 

college advising, nor is anyone held responsible for college-going rates.  It was further 

established that high school counselors were inadequately trained in the area of college 

planning.  In fact, high school counselors rarely discuss career pathway options with 
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students because they do not have the expertise to provide high quality career guidance 

(Bridgeland, et al., 2006). This is unfortunate because if counselors understood the 

vocational options at their local community college, students who are excessively truant 

or on the verge of dropping out of high school could be advised to pursue a vocational 

certificate that the local community college offers.  Clearly, high school counselors are at 

capacity and unable to adequately serve all students in their transition to college.   

At the same time, community college counselors are also at capacity.  Venezia 

(2010) and colleagues’ recent study revealed that community college bound students 

wanted individualized counseling for placement advice but lacked access to it, again due 

to high student to counselor ratios.   In this study among 73 community colleges, 41% 

indicated that less than half of students at their college gained access to individualized 

counseling (Venezia, Bracco, Nodine, 2010).  Many community colleges have a ratio of 

1000 to one, indicating that many new students get little to no attention (Pathways to 

Prosperity, 2011).   

Counselors Disproportionately Serving High Income & Four-Year Bound 

Students 

Research also indicates that first-gen students of color are at a disadvantage 

compared to their counterparts as evidenced by several studies.  Terenzini (2001) 

determined that the poorest students and their families heavily depend on counselors for 

college entrance and financial aid information, while higher income students utilize not 



 

 

46 

only school counselors but also hire private counselors (McDonough, 2004).  Also, in a 

recent analysis if 9,471 high school students (Lee & Ekstrom, 2011), it was determined 

that low-income students of color received more limited guidance counseling services, as 

compared to their white and high-income counterparts.  The study also revealed that 

students who had planned to attend college were more likely to receive counseling than 

students without a plan to pursue education at a four-year institution.   

Similarly, Ceja’s (2000) Chicana study participants reported that college 

counselors provided guidance to only certain students.  Students who were not planning 

to attend a selective four-year institution had difficulty finding any guidance from home, 

school or outside programs.  In particular, for those who indicated they were community 

college bound, they were less likely to receive counseling than 4-year bound students. 

This may present a missed opportunity to promote the community college pathway 

among high school graduates given its open access mission.   

Furthermore, the study of 9,471 high school students further revealed that the 

groups who reported being the most strongly influenced by counseling services in 

consideration of their post-secondary plans were African-Americans and Latinos.  These 

students also reported that they more often relied on their parents in educational advice 

due to the lack of access to counselors (Lee & Ekstrom, 2011), yet as established earlier, 

parents of first-generation students are not well informed of the college application 

process so they may inadvertently be providing ill-informed advice.  Therefore, African-

American and Latino students should be able to rely on their school networks for the 
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detailed information they will need (Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Noeth & Wimberly, 2002).   

After-School Program Providers Not Far Reaching Enough 

 In an attempt to mitigate inequitable counselor access, federal and statewide 

outreach programs aim to level the playing field among first-gen and non first-gen 

students by offering tutorial and college planning services for first-gen students of color.  

However, these programs are not far reaching enough to serve all the students of color 

who need it (Tierney, et al., 2009).  A recent study among 23 urban high schools revealed 

that although these programs target underrepresented students, less than half (42%) of 

study participants were afforded the opportunity to participate in an early outreach 

program indicating that all students are not being served through early outreach 

programs, likely due to limited capacity (Noeth & Wimberly, 2004). 

Students who participated in college outreach programs where comprehensive 

college information was presented to them showed statistically higher rates of planning 

and preparing for college, which also led to higher rates of enrollment (Gandara, 2002).  

However, a recent case study of outreach programs indicated that despite these programs’ 

best efforts to bolster first-gen students’ academic achievements, advantaged families 

increasingly provide similar assistance to their children at their own expense.  As 

outreach programs provide direct assistance with preparing college applications, 

advantaged parents turn to private college counseling services to ensure their children 

remain competitive in the college application process (Oakes, et al., 2000).  Therefore, 
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despite the worthy efforts of these outreach programs, for the few lucky students of color 

that do access them, wealthy families are constantly raising the competitive bar and 

reinforcing the system of stratification.   

Construct 4: Promoting the Community College 

An essential element to preparing for the transition to college involves having 

adequate college entry information (McDonough, 2004).  In an analysis of high schools 

focused on promoting a college-going culture, it was determined that current college 

information gathering and dissemination was a vital part of ensuring students 

successfully transition to college (McClafferty, McDonough & Nunez, 2002; Hossler, 

Schmit & Vesper, 1999).  The study outlined the important stages of college choice and 

emphasized the importance of access to up-to-date entry information.  Furthermore, in a 

recent survey of 800 California voters, participants in every region indicated the need for 

better distribution of college and financial aid information (Campaign for College 

Opportunity, 2005).   

Low-income Students Less Likely to Receive College Information 

Studies also reveal that the distribution of college information is inequitable for 

low-income students and their parents and has been for at least the past 40 years 

(Venezia, Kirst, et al., 2002).  Analysis of data from the National Longitudinal Study of 

the High School Class of 1972 revealed that low-income students had fewer information 

sources than did high-income students (Tierney, 1980).  A more recent study (Noeth & 
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Wimberly, 2002) conducted focus groups among African-American and Latino high 

school seniors among 23 high schools and revealed that these students were unfamiliar 

with post-secondary opportunities. In fact, many did not know the difference between 

two-year and four-year colleges.  Furthermore, first-gen students of color also have less 

access to the Internet, a critical tool for exploring college opportunities (A Shared 

Agenda, 2004).   

Community College Information Rarely Distributed 

Evidence also indicates that little to no information is being distributed about 

community colleges, especially as compared to four-year institution-distributed 

information.  Venezia, Kirst, et al. (2002), studied students and parents across six states 

including California, to assess their knowledge about nearby colleges (including 

community colleges) and found that less than 12 percent of students knew the courses 

required for admission, were confused about expectations of college-level work, and 

overestimated the cost of community colleges.  In a later study, Venezia (2010) captured 

student feedback across five community colleges and the vast majority of students 

expressed frustration over the lack of information they had received about community 

colleges in their transition from high school.  Students also indicated that they did not 

notice a community college presence at their schools and had only received information 

about four-year colleges.  Furthermore, their perceptions about community college were 

incorrect or misguided.  Some students expressed that school-site staff would often speak 
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negatively about community college and incoming students had limited knowledge of the 

placement test requirement until they applied to community college.  A majority of 

students described the test as a “discrete” task they were told to complete but were not 

informed how it would impact their educational plan (Venezia, 2010). The study also 

surveyed matriculation officers at 73 community colleges and found that less than half 

(44%) indicated they provide practice tests for their students.  Even in those cases where 

test prep was offered, students did not know practice tests existed.  The larger problem 

related to these findings is that study respondents indicated that they did not understand 

that placement test scores would determine course placement, and further affect how long 

it would take them to complete community college (Venezia 2004).  Ideally, high school 

students should understand the importance of community college placement tests earlier 

than their senior year so they may build critical skills well before the exam (Jenkins, 

2010; Venezia, 2010).   

In a smaller study focused on Chicana students (Ceja, 2000), participants 

indicated that community college information was difficult to come by at their schools.  

One particular quote from a high school counselor sums up the author’s claim that 

distribution of community college information was limited, “If you want to talk about 

community college, it’s going to be a short speech, because we’re so inundated with the 

number of kids that were already identified to be eligible to go to a Cal State or a UC 

[University of California] or a [another] four-year school.”   

This lack of information is problematic for low-income students of color since 
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they typically find the community college to be an excellent entry point into higher 

education, since it is the most affordable option.  Thirty-three percent of all community 

college students are students of color and the majority of African-American and Latino 

students in the United States begin their post-secondary pathway in community colleges 

(Phellippe & Sullivan, 2005).  Thus, dissemination of information about community 

colleges to first-gen students of color is critical (Venezia, Kirst, et al., 2002). 

Summary 

In summary, evidence reveals that first-gen underrepresented are in need of 

prioritized school-based social capital due to a lack of home-based social capital as it 

relates to the college planning process (Farmer-Hinton, 2008).  Relevant home-based 

social capital includes parents that not only encourage but also are knowledgeable enough 

about the college transition process that they can provide direct support (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2001; Noeth &Wimberly, 2002).  Since first-gen parents did 

not attend college, it is important that these students have access to peers and adults who 

have attended college in their neighborhood network, another form of home-based social 

capital.  Yet as indicated, evidence reveals the opposite case (Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Ceja, 

2000; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Noeth & Wimberly, 2002).  One would assume that 

given this lack of home-based social capital among first-gen students of color, school-

based social capital would be a priority for school administrators.  On the contrary, first-

gen students of color have limited access to college counselors (Ceja, 2000; Lee & 

Ekstron, 2011; Terenzini, 2001) and dissemination of community college information is 



 

 

52 

severely limited (Venezia, Kirst, et al., 2002; Venezia, 2004).  As reflected in the 

conceptual framework, the four key constructs described above ultimately contribute 

towards a problematic transition for first-gen students of color while their counterparts 

continue to have an eased transition to higher education.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
Introduction 

This study explored how high schools and community colleges can improve the 

transition of first-generation high school students of color to community college.  

Although community colleges are open-access institutions, the study aimed to understand 

the needs that arise for first-gen community college-bound students of color in their 

transition due to the lack of social capital at home.  This study examined students’ 

perceptions of access to school-based social capital when applying to their local 

community college. 

This chapter outlines the methodology used to conduct the research.  Chapter 

sections detail the research questions, research design, study context, role of the 

researcher, participant selection, ethics and protection of human subjects, data collection, 

and analysis.  

Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following research questions, which asked:  

1. What perceptions do students have about access to college planning activities in their 

families or in their neighborhoods? 

2. What perceptions do students have about access to school-based social capital in the area 

of college planning activities? 

3. In what ways are high schools promoting the community college as a viable option?   



 

 

54 

 

Design 

To address these questions, this study used a sequential explanatory mixed 

methods design, consisting of two distinct phases (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2010).  The 

study started with a quantitative measure that surveyed high school students to capture 

their perception of institutional supports related to applying for college.  Subsequently, 

the qualitative phase focused on an in-depth understanding of why students have such 

perceptions and was based on data collected from community college students via focus 

groups.  The data was integrated sequentially.  The primary quantitative data was first 

summarized and interpreted and these findings further drove focus group questions for 

the secondary, qualitative phase.  The study uses a mixed method approach as it allows 

for scope and breadth through an analysis of statistical results, and depth through an 

interpretation of student voice through qualitative analysis.   

As described in the literature review and conceptual framework, there is a 

persistent leak in the educational pipeline from high school to community college for 

students of color. Thus, the sequential design was selected to first discern high school 

students’ perceptions before their transition to college, while the secondary qualitative 

phase uncovered community college students’ perceptions after their transition from high 

school to college.  Focus group participants ranged from students who transitioned from 

high school to community college immediately and those who had a delayed entry.  
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Study Context 

This study builds upon research conducted by Farmer-Hinton (2008), whereby 

she examined urban youth in Chicago.  Her study revealed that access to school-based 

social capital in the area of college planning is critical for first-gen students of color, due 

to the lack of guidance on this process from home.  Her research focused on a school that 

provided comprehensive college preparation and planning programs for all students.  My 

study differs in that it focuses on community college bound students, in contrast to 

Farmer-Hinton’s focus on applicants to four-year colleges.   

In order to effectively capture the issue of transition in the pipeline, there are two 

sites for this study.  The first site is a high school, the second site, a community college.  

After consultation with K-12 school district administration, a particular high school was 

chosen because it represented high levels of diversity, while it is also a model high 

school, in that it is attempting to provide college-planning services for every student.  It is 

one of the few high schools known to explicitly promote the community college as a 

viable pathway.  The selected high school is an urban public school within the city of San 

Francisco, which I will refer to using the pseudonym Progress High School.  In the 

academic year 2010-2011, Progress High had a population of 835 students.  That year, 

the high school graduation rate was 69% and the English Language Learner population 

was 43%, which is higher than normal since this compares to the district average of 29%.  

The truancy rate was 48% compared to the district average of 24%. The ethnic 

breakdown for the school is 45% Latino, 26% Asian, 16% African-American, 6% White, 
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4% Filipino, 0.5% Pacific Islander, 0.5% other and 0.4% Native American. Additionally, 

71 % of the students qualify for the free and reduced lunch program.  Progress High 

School has several college-prep initiatives including statewide and federally funded 

programs and several community-based programs, which aim to ensure that every student 

has a college plan, which is not necessarily the case for the majority of high schools 

within the district.   

To capture a large cross section of student standpoints, it was important to obtain 

the perspectives from a variety of students at various skill levels.  Based on this criterion, 

purposive sampling was employed by selecting only high school seniors to participate in 

the study.  Since all students qualify for enrollment into the local community college, it 

was important to understand how they were preparing for the transition in their senior 

year and what degree of assistance they are receiving, regardless of their level of 

achievement or course placement at the high school.  I gained access to the high school 

participants by being granted official permission from the SFUSD administration and 

through verbal agreement from the high school principal.  I worked directly with a 

resource specialist and the 12th grade counselor. They, in turn, asked high school teachers 

to volunteer their classes to complete the survey.  All senior classes participated.  

Appropriate consent forms and protocol procedures were followed, as described in a 

subsequent section. 

The second site is the sole community college within the city of San Francisco, 

City College of San Francisco (City College).  City College was established in 1935 and 
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currently serves 100,000 students.  Approximately 60,000 are enrolled in non-credit 

courses and 40,000 are enrolled in credit courses.  In 2009-2010, 1,294 graduates from 

SFUSD enrolled at CCSF immediately after graduation from high school.  On average, 

35% of SFUSD graduating seniors enroll in their local community college (CCSF, 2009). 

Selection of this community college site made sense since the majority of community 

college bound students from the district attend this particular college.   It therefore, 

captures the typical community college transitional pathway for San Francisco youth.  

For this secondary phase of the study, City College students were invited to participate in 

focus groups on a voluntary basis and were recruited in a number of ways.  I primarily 

gained access to students through classrooms announcements and flyers were also 

distributed around the City College campus through program directors, coordinators, and 

department chairs. 

Role of the Researcher & Researcher-Participant Relationship 

At the time this study was conducted, I serve as a dean at City College.  In that 

role, I manage the outreach and recruitment initiatives for the college.  Also, through a 

grant-funded initiative, I work closely with the San Francisco Mayor’s office and school 

district administrators to minimize the achievement gap within the City of San Francisco.  

In this capacity, I have personally observed several issues around transition, which in 

part, served as inspiration for this study.   

For the first phase of the study among the high school participants, I neither met 

nor interacted with the participants at any point during the study.  This was due to the fact 
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that the survey was administered through a third party, the teachers.  This significantly 

minimized bias and ethical issues around researcher-participant relationships for this 

quantitative phase of the study. 

For the secondary qualitative phase, there was increased risk of bias and ethical 

issues due to my position at the college.  Although City College employs over twenty 

deans, it was likely that students would be aware of my name and position.  There was 

also a possibility that I would personally know some of the participants, as the students 

may be student workers or enrolled within one of the programs within my department.  

By participating in the focus groups, students may have assumed that it could have an 

effect on their grades or that they could be offered special treatment.  I was cognizant of 

the fact that students may attempt to impress me as their supervisor or as a departmental 

dean.  Also, I wanted to be sure to remove my own bias, should I personally know any of 

the student participants, given my position as a dean at the college.  Given these factors, 

it was important to establish clear guidelines to minimize any bias on my end or 

expectations on the students’ end.  Therefore several measures were put in place prior to 

survey implementation.  City College students were generally recruited campus-wide.  

The recruitment flyer had no indication that I was employed at City College.  Classroom 

announcements were made by instructors on my behalf and I explicitly instructed them 

not to disclose my name, title, or affiliation with the college.  Secondly, before starting 

the study, I announced a general statement that participation in this study would in no 

way affect students’ academic record at the college and explained the importance of 
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providing genuine responses about their experiences and perceptions.  As expected, it 

resulted that I personally had a pre-established connection with 11% of the participants; 

therefore, having proper guidelines and protocol in place proved to be relevant.  

Participant Selection & Demographics 

A total of 107 respondents participated in the study.  89 high school students 

contributed towards the quantitative phase (completed the survey) and 18 college 

students participated in the qualitative phase (participated in focus groups). This section 

outlines the selection criteria and participant demographic information.   

Quantitative Phase 

The response rate for the quantitative phase was 36.4%.  For the collection of 

quantitative data, a questionnaire was administered (Appendix A).  Regarding inclusion 

criteria, participants were required to be a high school senior in the school district in the 

fall, which is also the timeframe when they would be starting their college application 

process. Seniors were selected to participate to capture their perception and experiences 

around applying for college.  Questionnaires were distributed at Progress High School in 

13 classrooms during the school day.  Utilizing purposive sampling, I arranged for 

questionnaires to be conducted in classrooms with only high school seniors.  The 

questionnaire was distributed to every single senior, in all classes. A total of 244 students 

were invited to participate and ultimately 89 chose to participate.  Of the total sample, 51 

respondents were over 18 (57%) and 38 were under the age of 18 years old (43%).  As 
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illustrated in the chart below (Figure 2), 37 identified as Latino (42 %), 32 as Chinese 

(36%), and 10 identified as African-American (11%); these were the three largest ethnic 

groups.  For the remaining respondents one identified as Filipino (3%), three as other 

non-White (1%), one as Native-American (1%), one as Korean (1%), one as White (1%), 

and one declined to state (1%).  No respondents identified as Pacific Islander or Japanese.  

Combined, 59% of the survey participants are considered historically 

underrepresented (African-American, Latino, Filipino, Native-American), while 41% are 

of Asian or White ethnicity. However, a majority of the students, 89%, within the 

Asian/White category are Chinese.  In the underrepresented category, the majority are 

Latino (73%) and African-American (14%) is the second largest ethnic group.  

 

Figure 2. Questionnaire respondents by ethnicity. 

In terms of locations of where the respondents live, there is great variably in zip 

codes; however, the three largest districts represented are: Ingleside/Excelsior (15%), 

Inner Sunset (11%), and Bayview & Mission (tied at (8%).  Regarding educational 
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attainment of parents, as the chart below demonstrates in Figure 3, 66% of students 

indicated their mother had equal or less than a high school diploma, while 62% students 

indicated their father had equal or less than a high school diploma.  This indicates that 

87% of students from this sample (78 out of 89) would be the first in their family to 

pursue college.   

 

Figure 3. Highest level of parents' formal education 

Quantitative results also reveal that of the respondents, 15% (n=13) had at least 

one parent who graduated from college, while the majority at 85% (n=76) would be the 

first in their families to obtain a college degree (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4. First-generation college students vs. parents with college degrees.  

A majority of respondents (96%) indicated they plan to continue on to college 

immediately after high school, while only 4% indicated otherwise (Table 1).  Of the four 

students who indicated they were not planning to pursue college, they were all first-

generation and three identified as Latino.  Of these four students, all indicated the reason 

they will not pursue college is that they plan to go to college in a year or two, indicating a 

delayed entry.  

Table 1 

Student Reports of Plans to Pursue Post-Secondary Education 

After graduation from high school, do you intend to continue your education 
immediately after high school? 
 Count Percent 
Yes 85 96% 
No 4 4% 
Total 89 100% 
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Of the students who plan to attend college, slightly over half (55%) indicated they 

plan to attend a four-year institution, while 35% plan to attend a community college, with 

the largest majority of those students indicating plans to attend City College of San 

Francisco at 26% (Figure 5).   

 

Figure 5.  Institution planned to attend after high school. 

Qualitative Phase 

For the collection of qualitative data, focus groups were held with the college 

students (Appendix B). This second phase of data collection included 18 City College 

student participants.  Inclusion criteria included students who previously attended a high 

school in the school district within the last five years, were first in their family to pursue 

college, and were 18 years of age or older.  I also included students who did not transition 

to City College immediately after high school to further understand the range of 

transitional barriers first-generation students face.  
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Exclusion criteria included students who were under 18 years of age, did not 

attend the identified school district, or who graduated from high school five or more 

years ago.  Students under the age of 18 are likely enrolled in a special high school 

concurrent enrollment program and their participation would not capture the typical issue 

of transition from high school graduation to college enrollment; therefore, they were not 

included.  Only students who previously attended the public school district were selected 

to capture local transition issues among San Francisco youth.  The rationale for the five-

year limitation involves the fact that it was important to capture issues around transition 

that were fairly recent.  For example, a student who had graduated from the district 

twenty years ago would likely have had a different transitional experience than students 

who graduated within five years, as district or community college policies may have 

changed.  Since my study aimed to understand current issues to make recommendations, 

this criterion was an important aspect of the study.   

Of the total sample, 61 % were female, 39% were male.  All were over 18 years 

of age.  As illustrated in the chart below (Figure 6), 44% (8) identified as Latino, 22% (4) 

as African-American, 17% (3) as Chinese, 11% (2) as Pacific Islander, 6% (1) as 

Filipino.  Combined, 83% of survey participants were considered underrepresented 

(African-American, Latino, Pacific Islander, Filipino), compared to the 17% of Chinese 

students who are well represented at City College. 100% of participants were the first in 

their family to attend college. 
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Figure 6. Focus groups by ethnicity breakdown. 

Ethics and Protection of Human Subjects 

Guided by the Office for the Protection of Human and Animal Subjects, this 

section discusses the measures taken to protect participants’ rights in both phases of the 

study.   

Quantitative Phase: High School Questionnaire 

For the quantitative phase (high school questionnaire), individual student names 

or identification numbers were not collected, minimizing risk.  Also, the fictitious name, 

Progress High School, was utilized on all documents to protect privacy of the high school 

itself.  All questionnaires and databases were locked in a file cabinet and survey data was 

kept on a computer on an encrypted document on a password-protected computer.  I 

gained access to high school students by obtaining a signed Permission to 

Recruit/Conduct Research letter from the school district in support of San Francisco 
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State’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) process.  Furthermore, I also completed the 

school district’s (SFUSD) IRB process.  Students participating in the questionnaire were 

invited to participate by a third party (their teacher), not by the researcher.  I prepared an 

instructional memo for teachers, which specified the directions for how to complete the 

proper forms (Appendix C).  Participating teachers asked students under 18 to compete a 

Minor Assent to Participate in Research Form (Appendix D) and asked their parents to 

complete a Parental Permission for a Minor to Participate in Research form (Appendix 

E).  Students over 18 completed an Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study 

form (Appendix F).  As indicated on the form, parents and students were given the 

opportunity to refuse participation and were informed that grades and academic standing 

would not be affected.  

Qualitative Phase: College Student Focus Groups 

For the qualitative phase (college student focus groups), student names were 

collected initially for communication purposes to determine which participants met the 

study criteria.  Once selected, names were coded for privacy purposes and fictitious 

names were used in all written documents.  Audio files and notes were locked in a file 

cabinet and all tapes and transcripts of the focus groups will be destroyed after one year 

or at the end of the study.  Related data kept on a computer is on an encrypted document 

on a password-protected computer.   I gained access to City College students by first 

obtaining a signed Permission to Recruit/Conduct Research letter from the Vice 

Chancellor of the college.  I also obtained permission from the college’s IRB committee.  
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All focus group participants were 18 years or older and volunteered their time.  They 

were recruited by posting flyers around campus (Appendix G) and by asking instructors 

to make announcements in classrooms.  Participants completed the Informed Consent to 

Participate in a Research Study form (Appendix F).  Due to the fact that focus groups 

were involved in this phase of the study, the form contained the following statement,  

Because the focus groups include discussion of personal opinions, extra measures 
will be taken to protect each participant’s privacy.  I will begin the focus groups 
by asking the participants to agree to the importance of keeping information 
discussed in the focus group confidential.  I will then ask each participant to 
verbally agree to keep everything discussed in the room confidential, and will 
remind participants at the end of the group not to discuss the material outside.   
 
In both phases of the study, all participants were advised through the informed 

consent process, that their participation was voluntary, and their participation (or lack 

thereof) in no way would affect their grade or academic standing at their current 

school/college or future status at the San Francisco State University, where I study.  In 

both cases, the participants were not considered a vulnerable population and there were 

no physical risks associated with participation in this study.  Furthermore, there was no 

psychological (anxiety, stress, depression), or uncomfortable emotional risks (anger, fear, 

sadness, discomfort) associated with participation in this research.  All data results 

derived solely from survey respondents who completed appropriate forms.  As the 

researcher, I was the only one with access to the data collected.  
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Data Collection & Analysis 

Utilizing the explanatory sequential design, I collected data in two ways.  Again, 

in order to capture the transition process from high school to college, it was important to 

survey students while they were still in high school, before the transition, and college 

students, after the transition.   

Quantitative Phase: High School Questionnaire 

For the first phase, 244 students were asked to complete the questionnaire in their 

regularly scheduled classroom and 89 returned appropriate consent/assent/parental 

permission forms.  The response rate was 36.4%.  Completing the questionnaire was 

considered a part of the regular curriculum as a part of their college information lesson 

plans.  It took place during the regular school day in regularly scheduled classrooms.  I 

assumed that many of the students would already be 18 years of age or older, therefore 

minimizing the need for parental permission forms.  This was a concern, given the 

anticipated low return rate of parent permission forms overall.  Unexpectedly, it resulted 

that a majority of high school seniors surveyed were under the age of 18, resulting in a 

lower response rate.  Fifty-one respondents were over 18 (57%) and 38 were under the 

age of 18 years old (43%).  Permission forms were translated into Chinese and Spanish as 

required by the school district.   

Regarding instrumentation, a measure of students’ perspectives around school-

based social capital and home-based college knowledge was developed for use in this 

study (Appendix A).  A new measure was needed because none of the existing scales 
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addressed these two unique aspects focusing on community college bound students in 

particular.  As demonstrated in Table 1, questions one through four captured 

demographic data.  Questions five through seven asked about students’ college plans, if 

any, and if no plans, their rationale. Questions eight through ten contained close-ended 5-

point Likert-scale questions. Specifically, question eight aimed to understand how 

students access college-planning information and in particular seeks to examine students’ 

school-based social capital versus home-based college knowledge.  Question nine 

assesses which students are accessing school-based social capital, four-year bound versus 

community college bound students.  Finally question 10 aims to understand student 

perceptions regarding the levels of school-based social capital they receive. To ensure 

survey questions directly related to my research questions, I created a chart that outlined 

how each data item corresponds to each survey question (Table 2). Before the instrument 

was conducted at the high school, it was pilot tested among five high school students to 

minimize any misunderstandings of the instrument itself. 
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Table 2 
Research Questions and Method 

Question Method Data 

High School 
Survey 

• Comparison data between first-gen students of 
color and their peers’ responses to Question 
8.A.  

• Comparison data between students living in 
zip codes with high to low degree attainment 

What perceptions do 
students have about 
access to college 
planning activities in 
their families or in their 
neighborhoods? College Student 

Focus groups 
• Emerging themes from questions 1-4 

High School 
Survey 

 

• Comparison data between first-gen, students 
of color and their peers’ responses to Question 
8.B. & 8.C.  

• Comparison data between first-gen, students 
of color and white/Asian students’ response to 
Question 10  

What perceptions do 
students have about 
access to school-based 
social capital in the area 
of college planning 
activities? 

College Student 
Focus groups 

• Emerging themes from questions 1, 5-10 

High School 
Survey 

• Emerging themes from question 9 

College Student 
Focus groups 

N/A 

In what ways are high 
schools promoting the 
community college as a 
viable option? 

College Student 
Focus groups 

• Emerging themes from questions 11-12 
• Emerging themes from questions 13-16 

 
 
In terms of data analysis, survey data was input and analyzed on an Excel 

spreadsheet.  First, I attempted to conduct response comparisons in a number of ways 

including 1) between first-generation students of color and non first-generation Asian and 

White students, 2) four-year bound students and community college bound students and 

3) by ethnicity overall.  However, only three Asian students whose parents went to 
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college responded.  Furthermore, only one White student responded.  Since these samples 

were too small, I only utilized data by ethnicity comparison since nearly all of the 

respondents were first-gen.  I conducted comparisons by count and percentage for each.  

Additionally, I conducted various statistical tests including analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) and post hoc Scheffe Tests.  The Scheffe Test was conducted because it 

corrects for complex comparisons of means and in particular involves contrasts of more 

than two means at a time.  Since, the questionnaire contained a 5-Point-Likert-Scale the 

Scheffe Test can compare given that there are more than two means to compare.   These 

tests aimed to capture the level of assistance students received from parents, high school 

counselors, teachers, and after school program service providers.    

The information I learned from the survey responses helped to shape the focus 

group questions (Appendix B) for the upcoming qualitative phase.  This confirmed the 

importance of employing a sequential study design in that it allowed me to assess trends 

and relationships among the quantitative data and to understand the reasons behind the 

quantitative trends through qualitative analysis (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2010).  In 

particular, for the focus groups, I added the question, “Did you have friends you could 

ask about the college application process?” This decision was made due to the fact that 

the quantitative data did not reveal data about peer support and influence.  Additionally, 

high school survey results revealed that Chinese students were receiving more assistance 

from all sources (parents, counselors, teachers, and after school program service 

providers) than were Latino students; I therefore invited Chinese students to participate in 
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focus groups to understand this pattern further.  Initially, the focus groups were to be 

comprised of only students of color (African-American, Latino, Filipino, Pacific Islander) 

as defined by the City College of San Francisco’s (CCSF) Preliminary Report on the 

Student Achievement Gap and Social Equity Resolution (CCSF, 2009).  Therefore, the 

related question, “Do you feel that you had access to college advisors or counselors at 

your high school?” was asked of all students and includes responses from Chinese and 

Latino participants.   

Qualitative Phase:  College Student Focus Groups 

For City College student focus groups, 36 responded to the recruitment materials, 

30 met the criteria, and 18 actually participated.  Focus groups took place in the fall 

several weeks after the high school survey was administered.  Two focus groups were 

conducted in a classroom at the college, and were comprised of ten and eight students 

respectively.  Each focus group had a duration of two hours, one from four to six PM, the 

other from five to seven PM.  The late afternoon timeframe was chosen to allow for a 

cross-section of students to participate including evening and daytime students.  

Typically full-time students who take courses during the day are done with classes at that 

time and students who attend night courses typically start class at 6 PM.   

Through the informed consent process, it was clearly communicated that 

participation was voluntary, and whether or not they participated, it would have no effect 

on their academic standing.  Focus group participants were asked to complete 

demographic data regarding their ethnicity and were also asked to create fictitious names.  
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The focus group protocol followed a moderately structured group format.  I used 

prewritten questions (Appendix B) but allowed for deviations when appropriate (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2010).  Again, as illustrated in Table 2, I ensured focus group questions 

closely coincided with my research questions.  I opened up the focus groups by informing 

participants that I was the first in my family to go to college and that I was studying the 

reasons why first-generation students of color pursue education and how institutions can 

support them better.  According to Bogdan & Biklen (2008), self-disclosure can be an 

important part establishing a connection with the respondents.  I saw this as a means of 

establishing rapport with students by revealing a common connection.  I began by asking 

questions that address the issue of home-based social capital in terms of students’ 

experiences with parental involvement and their access to college graduates in the home 

(Questions 1-4).  Next, I asked questions related to school-based social capital (Questions 

5-10) and then asked how high school and community colleges could improve their 

transition (Questions 11-12).  Finally, questions 13 to 16 inquired about general supports 

and barriers around students’ transition from high school to college.   

Focus Groups -- Validity 

In order to enhance internal validity, and the trustworthiness of my study’s 

findings, I engaged in member checking for the focus groups.  I met with three 

participants after the focus groups to ask them to review the transcripts for accuracy.  I 

also employed a research assistant and I met with him immediately following each focus 

group and we compared notes for accuracy.  As themes emerged from the data, I used 
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several sources to triangulate the findings, including asking several colleagues to also 

check for developing themes.  To enhance validity, I met with my dissertation chair 

regularly to discuss findings as they emerged from the data collection process.  I also 

consulted with a statistician to ensure I was conducting my quantitative analysis 

accurately.  

Regarding qualitative data, focus groups were recorded and transcribed within a 

week.  I also asked my research assistant to take descriptive notes as I facilitated the 

discussion.  Immediately after each focus group, I utilized the research assistant’s 

descriptive notes and added my own reflective field notes.  I then organized all this data 

into a binder and indexed by adding number codes to each section of reflective field notes 

in the right hand margins.  Key themes began to emerge.  I then reviewed all field notes 

and color-coded them by overarching theme.  I sorted and reduced data by staying 

focused on my intended research questions.  I labeled the categories into two major 

sections: home-based social capital and school-based social capital.  A large majority of 

the categories fit into one of these identified themes. 

Under the first theme of home-based social capital, I organized the data into the 

two major categories that emerged, parents, and peers/extended family influence.  In the 

current study, home-based social capital is defined by the ways in which parents, peers 

and extended family members have the social capital to assist students in their transition 

to college.  Under the parent category, seven subcategories emerged including: parents 

encourage but don’t help; family discouraged community college yet promoted four-year 
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institution; parents encouraged community college; parental influence to pursue college; 

strict pressure from parents to pursue college; motivated by watching parents work hard; 

and self-motivated.  Under the peers/extended family influence category, five 

subcategories emerged including: grandmother influenced me to go to college; siblings 

influenced me because they went first; peers influenced me; extended family helped me 

with my application; and peers helped me with my application. 

Under the second main theme of school-based social capital, data were organized 

into four categories including counselors, teachers, after-school programs and four-year 

versus community college.  School-based social capital is defined as a social network of 

teachers, counselors, administrators, and other school site staff who have knowledge of, 

or access to the college application process (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  Under the counselor 

category, four subcategories emerged including; my counselor helped me with my 

college application; counselors prioritized four-year bound students with application 

support; ample access to high school advisors; and limited access to high school 

counselors on college advisement.  The teacher category revealed only one subcategory: 

teachers influenced me to go to college.  Under after school program service providers, 

two sub categories emerged; career center at my school helped me; and community-based 

organization support.  The majority of subcategories, eight, derived from the four-year 

versus community college category including: my high school promoted community 

college; promotion of four-year; negative/discouraging comments about community 

college; embarrassed to go to a community college; community colleges promoted 
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positively; community college promoted less than four-year; community colleges and 

four-year promoted evenly; and community college application was a part of our school 

day.    

Integration of Data  

The primary quantitative data was first summarized and interpreted and further 

drove focus group questions and composition for the secondary qualitative phase.  

Purposive sampling was utilized in both phases of the study.  I integrated the data by 

interpreting quantitative data immediately after the survey was conducted and utilized 

that analysis to further inform the qualitative focus group protocol (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2010) by revising the composition of focus groups by inviting Asian students to 

participate.  Furthermore, once all data were collected, I analyzed both sets side by side, 

which allowed for comparisons.  Findings and interpretations were also written with the 

data merged.  Together, both strands of data contributed towards answering my research 

questions.  Overall, the results from this study may be transferable to first-generation 

students of color who transition from a large urban high school district to their local 

community college within a similar context.  The forthcoming chapter outlines the 

findings.  
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Chapter 4: Report of Findings 
  

 This chapter begins with a review of the study purpose and methods.  Secondly, a 

report of findings is organized by the two major themes of home-based and school-based 

social capital.  

Purpose of Study 

The California Master Plan outlines a comprehensive statewide plan, which was 

designed to provide universal access to any student with a desire to pursue higher 

education.  The Master Plan states that the California community college system was 

designed to “admit any student who was capable of benefitting from instruction” 

(University of California, 1960).  Additionally, studies show that students, who go to 

college directly after high school, are more likely to persist and complete post-secondary 

education (Hussare & Synder, 2010).  Therefore, a swift transition from high school 

directly to the community college is critically important.  However, many students are 

not taking advantage of the community college.  Specifically, there are four major loss 

points for youth that minimizes chances for a successful transition to the community 

college or none at all.  These four major loss points include: 1) students who did not meet 

four-year institution entry requirements; 2) those who got accepted into a four-year 

institution but cannot afford the fees; 3) those who do not complete the community 

college enrollment process; and 4) those who dropped out of high school. For each of 
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these students- a majority of whom are underrepresented students -- a four-year 

institution was not accessible.  In many ways, the community college represents a second 

chance for them.  This study examines why students are not taking the opportunity of the 

community college pathway. 

There may be a number of reasons why these students are not pursuing post-

secondary education.  For example, focus group participant, Maria graduated from high 

school but did not meet California State University and University of California 

(CSU/UC) college entry requirements.  She started off high school with the goal of a high 

school diploma as her ending point, yet was unaware that high school graduation 

requirements are not aligned with four-year institution entry requirements.  Maria or her 

parents did not understand that a high school diploma has minimal value in today’s 

economy (Noeth & Wimberly, 2004) likely because they themselves never went to high 

school or college.  This lack of understanding on the part of her and her parents are due to 

limited access to social capital in her home.  Based on this example, the current study was 

conducted to first assess students’ access to social capital in their home-based networks.  

Within this study, home-based social capital is defined as the ways in which parents, 

peers, and extended family members have the social capital to assist students in their 

transition to college. 

Despite Maria’s limited home-based social capital, she was still self-motivated to 

attend college, yet needed support to navigate the often overwhelming, five-step 

community college application process. One would assume that her high school would 
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provide appropriate access to school-based social capital so she could accomplish the 

critical task of applying to college.  Not accomplishing this task could mean that Maria 

would not likely have a college education in her future, which would affect her ability to 

earn a living wage in San Francisco, keeping her below the poverty line, along with her 

parents.  Since the community college was the only option for Maria, the current study 

also examined in what ways high schools are promoting the community college as a 

viable option, especially to those students for whom a four-year institution is not a 

possibility, such as Maria.  Therefore, within this study, school-based social capital is 

defined as a social network of teachers, counselors, administrators, and other school site 

staff who have knowledge of, or access to the college application process (Stanton-

Salazar, 1997).  The study included student perceptions of access to home and school-

based social capital both before and also after the transition to post-secondary education 

transpired.  

The Current Study 

In order to assess home and school-based social capital, the Explanatory 

Sequential (quan>QUAL) design was employed, whereby data was collected in two 

ways.  First, a survey was conducted among 89 current SFUSD students, 86 of whom 

would be the first in their family to pursue college.  The study was executed in the fall of 

their senior year of high school: the time frame when they would start their college 

application process.  The survey contained ten closed-ended Likert scale questions.  The 
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selected high school, Progress High, has an average graduation rate of 69%, an English 

Language Learner population of 43%, an average truancy rate of 48%, and 71% of 

students are on free/reduced lunch.  The ethnic breakdown for the school is 45% Latino, 

26% Asian, 16% African-American, 6% White, 4% Filipino, 0.5% Pacific Islander, 0.5% 

other, and 0.4% Native American.  

The second phase of data collection is qualitative and involved focus groups 

among 18 recent high school graduates, all of whom are first in their family to pursue 

college and are currently enrolled in their local community college.  In total, 107 

participants responded, including 89 high school survey respondents (quantitative) and 18 

community college focus group participants (qualitative).  Data were analyzed via 

statistical analysis including analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests and post hoc 

comparisons using the Scheffe Test.  Also, qualitative data were analyzed through 

thematic indexing.   

It is pertinent to note that the quantitative survey was conducted at one particular 

high school where the students’ perspective would likely differ from other high schools, 

depending on the college planning resources made available to students.  The survey was 

conducted before they graduated high school.  Qualitative data involved focus group 

participants who already transitioned to college and graduated from a wide variety of 

high schools within the district so they may have differing perspectives.  Second, 



 

 

81 

quantitative results contain both four-year and Community College bound students, 

where focus groups only contain community college student respondents.  

Report of Findings 

Home-Based Social Capital 

In order to address the first major theme of home-based social capital, the first 

research question asked: what perceptions do students have about access to college 

planning activities in their families or in their neighborhood?  This question attempted to 

assess first-gen students’ access to home-based social capital through an analysis of 

parental guidance, peers, siblings, and extended family support.   

Minimal Parental Guidance for First-Gen Students 

In order to examine parental guidance, the high school survey asked: If you have 

questions about applying for college, how often do you get help from your parents?  

Students responded on a 5-Point-Likert-Scale.  As noted in Figure 7, the high school 

survey responses indicated that only 11% of first-generation students indicated their 

parents always assist them with their college application.  The remainder of first-gen 

students received support from parents in the remaining categories at 22%, on average, 

which is a minimal percentage overall.  This quantitative look at parental guidance for all 

participants revealed minimal assistance from parents for first-gen students across all 

ethnicities.   
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Figure 7. First-generation students’ assistance with college applications from parents. 

This minimal support may be due to the fact that first-gen parents are often not 

able to assist their children since they do not have knowledge of the college application 

process (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000).  Research indicates they simply do not have the 

necessary tools to assist their children with college planning due to the lack of direct 

experience themselves (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 1998; Noeth & Wimberly, 

2002).  

Subsequent qualitative focus groups explored if parents had offered hands-on 

support with the college application itself.  A majority of focus group participants (all 

first-gen) indicated their parents were generally not helpful to them with their 

application(s) to college.  In fact, 94% of focus group participants (n=17) indicated that 

they received no help from parents in applying to community college as evidenced in the 

following comment from Latina student, Ariana, when speaking of her financial aid 
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application, ‘They just gave me their tax returns and social security number: they got mad 

and asked me why.”   

This lack of direct support from parents was the case for nearly all participants; 

however, Asian participants indicated that although their parents did not offer direct 

assistance, their parents pressured them to ask their high school counselors and teachers 

to assist them.  This may partially explain why quantitative results indicate higher levels 

of support for Asian students from teachers and counselors, to be discussed in the 

forthcoming section.   

This sentiment of a lack of parental guidance came up 19 times during the focus 

groups, essentially indicating there was virtually no hands-on assistance from parents -- 

not for a lack of encouragement, but for a lack of knowledge of the college-going 

process.  This sentiment was true across all ethnicities.  When looking at the data 

collectively, high school students indicated little to minimal support from parents with 

the process, while college students reported having received no hands-on assistance from 

parents. 

Strict Pressure from Asian Parents 

In order to analyze results by ethnicity, I utilized a one-way ANOVA to test 

differences among the means of the three largest groups in this study: Asian, African-

American, and Latino (n=80).  This test investigated if parental assistance on the college 

application process differed by ethnicity.  There were no statistically significant 



 

 

84 

differences among group means as determined by one-way ANOVA (F (2, 77) =0.20, P 

=n.s.) as demonstrated in Table 3.  

Table 3 

ANOVA-Parental Support by Ethnicity 

Analysis of Variance (Parents) 

Source SS df MS F Prob > F 

Between groups 0.67543 2 0.337715 0.2 0.8218 

Within groups 132.1246 77 1.715904     

Total 132.8 79 1.681013     

 

Although the ANOVA test of means did not reveal a statistical significance, a bar 

chart (Figure 8) demonstrates a trend in higher levels of parental support among these 

Asian high school students.  I compared parental support for underrepresented students 

(African-American, Latino, Filipino, Native-American) who are first in their family to 

pursue college versus Asian students, who are also first in their family to pursue college.  

As indicated in Figure 7, Asian students reported highest frequencies of support in the 

always (14%) and often (29%) categories, for a combined 43%, despite the fact that their 

parents never went to college.  This compares to underrepresented students (Latino, AA, 

F, & PI) who indicated that their parents provide support always (9%) and often (20%) 

for a combined 29% of the time. 
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Figure 8. Assistance from parents between first-gen underrepresented students and 
first-gen Asian students.  
 

Although literature states that African-American and Latino parents strongly 

encourage post-secondary education among their children (Freeman, 1999; Institute of 

Higher Education Policy, 2001), the current study asks a different question, specifically 

about direct support from parents in completing the college application.  Although 

encouragement is important, hands-on direct support is ideal.  The findings revealed that 

Asian students were receiving more hands-on support than their peers. 

To understand why quantitative results revealed this contrast, Asian students were 

invited to participate in follow up focus groups that were comprised of community 

college students who had recently transitioned from high school.  Prior to this finding, 

focus groups were to be comprised of only students who were considered 

underrepresented at the community college (African-American, Latino, Filipino, Pacific 
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Islander).  However, given the fact that Asian students reported higher levels of support 

at home, it was important to include them to investigate this further.  Although there were 

only three Asian focus group participants among the 18 students recruited for focus 

groups, their sentiments anecdotally coincide with many of the Asian students I interact 

with daily through the college’s Student Ambassador program, which increases the 

believability of their comments.   

Participants were asked if they received support from their parents when they 

transitioned from high school to college.  All Asian participants indicated that they 

experienced strict pressure from parents to do well in high school and pursue a college 

education and this was a major factor in their eased transition to college.  All Asian 

student participants agreed with the following comment from Asian student, Tommy, “I 

thought all Asian parents pressure you to go to college.  I’m pretty sure its true.” Another 

student indicated that the pressure was so intense that her parents threatened to kick her 

out of her house if she did not pursue college.  Therefore, despite the fact that Asian 

study participants were first in their family to pursue college, quantitative and qualitative 

data reveal they had stronger support and/or pressure from parents to pursue post-

secondary education.  There may be cultural phenomena occurring within the Asian 

community that is causing this disparity, to be discussed in the subsequent chapter. 
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Encouragement Rather Than Pressure for Underrepresented Groups 

In comparison, all other ethnic groups (African-American, Latino, Filipino, and 

Pacific Islander) indicated they received encouragement (although minimally) rather 

than pressure from parents.  After the Asian students discussed strict pressure from 

parents, other participants were asked if they had the same experience.  Overwhelmingly, 

other ethnicities (n=15) clearly said, “no, it was more like encouragement, definitely not 

pressure.”  In fact in some cases, underrepresented students indicated their parents were 

indifferent about their plans to pursue college, as in Ariana’s case, “My parents would 

have been happy if I got a job or if I went to college, either way, they supported me.” 

Mixed Messages for Underrepresented Students 

Nine of the eighteen focus group participants recall getting mixed messages from 

their parents.  Specifically, participants indicated that while in high school, their parents 

would encourage them to do well in high school yet would not allow their children to 

prioritize studying over family functions, as demonstrated in the following quote by 

Pacific Islander student, Faith, “My mom would promote an education on us…. but 

would always prioritize church functions and other events.  Sometimes I would argue 

with her because I didn’t know what she wanted me to do.” 

Inevitably, this negatively affected Faith’s transition to college in that as a result 

of these attitudes and their cumulative effect on her schoolwork, she and all other 

underrepresented students felt under-prepared for college level course work.  Latina 
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student, Ashley, had similar sentiments, “My parents would ask why I got bad grades and 

then make family plans that interfered with school.  They motivate you but they do not 

give you the structure that you need to be able to do it.” 

This implies that parental encouragement, among underrepresented groups, occurs 

infrequently and parents may also be unintentionally steering their children in the wrong 

direction by not prioritizing academics.  In contrast, Asian students indicated that their 

parents provided them with clear standards with regard to both doing well in high school 

and also pursing post-secondary education.   

Parents Discourage Community College 

Additionally, all of focus group participants (n=18) revealed that their parents 

would have preferred that they had attended a four-year institution and were discouraging 

when they applied to a community college, despite it being the most affordable option.  

This was true across all ethnicities.  The following comment from Latino student John, 

exemplifies the discussion around this topic, “My mom…was always telling me to attend 

that university.  I would always fight with her about it.  Community college was easier to 

transfer for me.”  The student preferred the transfer pathway since he did not graduate 

with high GPA and would not have qualified for a four-year institution anyway.   

Students shared several examples of discouraging sentiments made by their 

parents.  In fact, there was only one reported instance where a parent was supportive of 

her son attending the local community college. The student said, “My mother told me that 
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if I was not happy with going to any state universities that I should just attend community 

college.”  

As can be seen, the parent was not so much encouraging a community college 

pathway as supporting it as an alternative.  Such responses from parents are likely due to 

the lack of prestige connected to the community college overall.  One possibility is that 

students who get into a prestigious four-year institution offer their parents “bragging 

rights.”  However, research indicates that community college students who place at 

college-level math and English do as well as or better than students who begin at a four-

year institution (Handel, 2006).  Thus, their parents are likely to save a considerable 

amount of money since the community college is more affordable, and their child who 

succeeds in community college will enter a prestigious institution with the preparation for 

academic success.  

First-Gen Students Motivated by Watching Parents Work in Labor-Related Field  

Another finding revealed that all participants were primarily motivated to attend 

college by watching their parents work hard in a labor-intensive field.  Among all the 

topics discussed by the focus groups, participants were most engaged during this portion 

of the conversation.  All but one participant (n=17) revealed that their parents worked in a 

labor-intensive field.  This was true across all ethnicities.  Study participants were asked, 

“What person or experience convinced you to pursue college?”  The following 
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emotionally charged conversation was one of several that took place across the focus 

groups: 

Mikey (African-American): The thing that influences me the most is that 
my parents are both working.  They’re working very hard for me 
to learn. 

Several students:  Yeah 

Tim (Asian):  For me, my mom is the only one that has a job right now.  
My mom’s trying to make enough money for me to stay here.  
That’s why I’m here. 

Facilitator:  So, I’m hearing that watching your parents work hard was 
your motivation to go to college.  Others? 

Tommy (Asian): My mom, she works at a hotel.  She would complain 
everyday about hating washing and cleaning rooms.  Then I told 
myself that I don’t want to do this when I grow up.  She told me 
that I better go to college, be smart and be successful.  That’s 
what made me go to college. 

Facilitator:  How about you John? 

John (Latino): I think just watching my parents work hard.  It was enough 
motivation for me… It gave me the confidence to actually pursue 
something. Looking at your parents working hard and everything. 

Ashley (Latina): My dad works installing windows and doors and my mom 
cleans houses and walks dogs.  I want to do it so I can give my 
mom a break.  Give herself one day…. So she can work less. 

Facilitator: So, I’m hearing that a lot of you came to college because your 
parents work in a labor-related field.  Is this the case for 
everyone?  Raise your hand if so. 

All hands go up, except Sean’s. 

Sean (Latino):  My mom is a secretary. 

Ariana (Latina):  Yeah, my dad asked me if I wanted to do physical work 
or something that’s not worth the pay that you get. 



 

 

91 

Facilitator:  Ariana, you mentioned earlier that your older brother also 
works in a labor related field.  Did that also have an influence on 
you? 

Ariana (Latina): Yeah, my older brother didn’t go to college.  He had an 
opportunity but decided to go to work instead.  He wakes up at 
four in the morning and works until seven at night.  Seeing that 
made me think, I rather go to college and just get my education. 

Jason (Filipino): I agree. My dad always told me that it’s better to get your 
education so you can get more money and work less.  

Faith (Pacific Islander): I had seen my mom working very hard for us and 
doing her best. 

Maria (Latina): Me too.  My mom, she’s always taking me to her work 
and would ask me if I wanted to clean toilets for the rest of my 
life. 

 

As the discussion reveals, observing their parents work in labor-intensive areas 

heavily motivated these students to continue their education beyond high school. Yet 

while such observations of their parents’ work lives were clearly influential, there are 

many other influences in the students’ home-based networks, as will be explored below.   

Spatial Isolation of Educational Attainment 

To further assess home-based social capital, the current study also examined 

students’ access to adults other than their parents, and to peers who could potentially 

serve as supports in their transition to college.  The quantitative high school survey 

inquired about neighborhoods, while the qualitative focus groups asked about peers and 

extended family members.   
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Neighborhoods 

To begin, African-American and Latino students tend to live in neighborhoods 

where they are spatially isolated from individuals with college degrees (Farmer-Hinton, 

2008). Initially, this study attempted to understand if student zip codes revealed that 

students who live in lower socioeconomic neighborhoods had less access to peers or 

adults with college degrees.  However, zip codes were scattered with 22 different codes 

reported, many with only one or two respondents from this overall sample.  Therefore, 

samples sizes by zip code were too small to provide conclusive evidence.  This lack of 

neighborhood information influenced me to change focus group protocol questions to ask 

broader questions that included impacts on the college transition from peers and extended 

family. 

Peers 

Regarding peers among underrepresented students, only one student indicated she 

had received assistance from a peer when applying to college.  The rest of the participants 

from the underrepresented groups, 94%, (n=17) indicated that they had no friends or 

acquaintances they could have called upon when applying to college. Only Ashley 

(Latina) student raised her hand and then described how she had a friend help her though 

the application process.  Ashley further indicated that the only reason she ended up in 

college is because her friend didn’t want to be alone at the college.  Had it not been for 

the motivation of her friend, she would likely not be in college today.  In contrast, all 
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Asian students indicated they had several peers applying to college whom they could lean 

on, if need be.  This coincides with research indicating that among San Francisco youth, 

Asian students have the highest college-going rates (Gurantz, 2012).    

Such a lack of peer support is problematic for underrepresented students since 

studies indicate that peers play a significant role in students’ school success and college 

planning (Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999).  Potentially, support from peers could have 

offset the lack of support from parents for students of color.  This finding is important as 

evidenced in a recent study among 23 public high schools that revealed 37% of students 

indicated that their friends were influential in college planning activities because their 

parents had limited college planning information (Hossler et al. 1999; Noeth & 

Wimberly, 2002).  Unfortunately, this was not the case for underrepresented students in 

the current study.  For these students, peers were not a major factor of influence or 

support to students in applying to college, revealing they were isolated from peers with 

knowledge about the college going process, further exacerbating their lack of access to 

home-based social capital.   

Extended Family & Siblings 

Among extended family members and siblings, minimal support was provided for 

study participants in their transition to the community college across all ethnicities, 

including Chinese students.  In fact, among the 18 participants, only Sally’s grandmother 

and Maria’s cousin assisted them with their transition.  Three students, Jason, Faith, and 
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Ariana, each indicated that although they had an older sibling in college who influenced 

them to pursue post-secondary education, they did not receive application support from 

them.  This somewhat surprising finding may be due to the fact that these older siblings 

went away to live at four-year universities and so were not easily accessible.  Also, 

Ariana’s sibling discouraged her from attending a community college due to the stigma 

connected to it, even though Ariana did not get accepted into a four-year college.   

In sum, the study findings correspond with the literature, which indicates that 

first-gen students are spatially isolated from individuals with college degrees, including 

extended family members in their home-based networks.  This was generally true across 

all ethnicities.  Next, it is important to examine if underrepresented students have ample 

access to school-based social capital to counterbalance the lack of home-based social 

capital. 

School-based Social Capital 

The next research question - what perceptions do students have about access to 

school-based social capital in the area of college planning activities - is addressed by this 

second major theme.  The present study included an examination of students’ access to 

pivotal adults and at the dissemination of community college information within their 

high schools. 
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Access to Pivotal Adults 

Literature reveals that underrepresented students with college aspirations typically 

had a school-based advocate who helped them see college as a viable option (O’Connor, 

2000) and access to pivotal relationships at their schools positively affected their 

transition to higher education (Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Tierney, et al. 2009).  The present 

study explored who is serving as these “pivotal adults” at high schools and which students 

are accessing them.  

Teachers: Highest Level Of Assistance With College Application 

In considering who is providing help, one would assume that high school 

counselors are the primary source of support for students as they apply to college since 

that is their primary role (McDonough, 2004).  However, quantitative survey data reveals 

that high school teachers actually provided the highest level of assistance -- even greater 

than high school counselors -- around the college application process for first-gen 

students.  Students were asked, “If you have questions applying for college, how often do 

you get help from your teachers?”  Responses were on a 5-Point-Likert-Scale (never, 

rarely, sometimes, often, always).  Results (Figure 9) indicate that 65% (n=72) of all 

students report often/always receiving assistance from teachers in comparison to 53% 

(n=47) of all students who often/always receive assistance from their high school 

counselors.  Although these percentages are rather close, it is important to note because it 

is the counselors’ primary responsibility to offer assistance with the college application, 
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while this role is not necessarily the responsibility of teachers.  The fact that this study 

uncovers teachers as the most frequently accessed pivotal adult may have to do with a 

lack of access to college counselors at their high school.  This would coincide with 

research, which indicates that first-gen students do not have adequate access to 

counselors.   

 

Figure 9. First-generation students assistance with college application from their 
counselors and teachers. 

Teachers: Support By Ethnicity 

To investigate teacher support further, I utilized a one-way ANOVA to test 

differences among the means of the three largest groups of interest in this study: Asian, 

African-American, and Latino (n=80). I tested if assistance from high school teachers 

differed by ethnicity.  Results (Table 4) show there were no statistically significant 

differences among group means as determined by one-way ANOVA (F (2, 77) =0.87, P 

=n.s.). 
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Table 4 

ANOVA-High School Teacher Support by Ethnicity 

Analysis of Variance (High School Teachers) 

Between Asian, African-American, and Latino Students 

Source SS df MS F Prob > F 
Between groups 1.46507 2 0.732535 0.87 0.4211 
Within groups 64.48493 77 0.837467     
Total 65.95 79 0.83481     

 

Due to the small number of African-Americans who responded to this particular 

question, there was no statistical significance.  However, it should be noted that a trend 

still emerges for African-American students revealing they receive less support from their 

teachers compared to Asian and Latino students.  Asian and Latino students report 

often/always receiving assistance from teachers 72% and 77%, respectively.  This 

compares to African-Americans who report receiving support from teachers either often 

or always at only 13%.  

Counselors: More Support For Asian Students 

Quantitative findings reveal that counselor support - when broken down by 

ethnicity - shows a trend that Asian students report always receiving assistance 41% of 

the time compared to 29% for Latinos, 24% for African-Americans, and 6% for Filipino 

students (Figure 10), indicating lower levels of access to counselors for underrepresented 

students.   
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Figure 10.  Student reports of “always” receiving assistance from their high school 
counselors broken down by ethnicity.  
 

Given that my sample is disproportionately composed of Asian and Latino 

students, I also performed a series of one-way analysis of variance tests to check for 

underlying patterns within these two largest groups (n=70). This analysis revealed that 

Asian students indicated they received greater assistance than did Latino students from 

their high school counselors. A one-way analysis of variance revealed a statistically 

significant difference between group means as revealed in Table 5. 

Table 5 

High School Counselors’ Support Asian vs. Latino 

Analysis of Variance High School Counselor Support-Asian vs. Latino 
Students 
Source SS df MS F Prob > F 
Between groups 5.411067 1 5.411067 4.56 0.0364 
Within groups 79.54545 67 1.187246     
Total 84.95652 68 1.249361     
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Also, a post hoc comparison using the Scheffe Test further reinforces this finding 

of differential support from counselors across ethnic groups.  The Scheffe Test was 

conducted because it corrects for complex comparisons of means and in particular 

involves contrasts of more than two means at a time.  In this case, the 5-Point-Likert-

Scale is complex in that there are more than two means to compare.  This additional test 

revealed that Latino students received less assistance from high school counselors than 

their Asian counterparts.  The Latino mean was 3.16 compared to the Asian mean of 

3.72, indicating that the Latino-Asian difference was -0.56, showing statistical 

significance at p=0.036.  

Counselors Prioritize Support For Four-year-Bound Students 

Despite the findings that Asian students received more support from counselors in 

the college admissions process, qualitative results revealed minimal access to counselors 

across all ethnicities.  Although Asian students indicated that their parents pushed them to 

ask their counselors for support in applying to college, the community college students in 

the focus group revealed they had met with difficultly getting specific support with their 

community college application.  In fact, across all focus group participants, 94% reported 

that their high school counselors overwhelmingly prioritized the needs of four-year 

bound students over them, as evidenced by the following conversation: 

Facilitator: From your perspective, did high school counselors help you, as  
community college-bound students, equally compared to those students at  
your high school that were university-bound? 
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Sean (Latino): Counselors helped me very quickly to sign up for four-year  
universities but when it came to community college, they told me when 
the community college institution would come visit...they would help me.  

 
Many hands went up after Sean made his comment.  I sensed urgency from 
students wanting to speak up about this topic. 

 
Facilitator: Did others have this experience? Let’s start with Jason. 

 
Jason (Filipino): It was the only way for me to get him [high school counselor] to  

talk about CCSF [community college] at all- it was due to the fact that I 
was applying to four-years, too.   

 
Ashley (Latina): For me, there wasn’t a great emphasis in my school about  

community colleges…my college counselor was always busy with other 
students going to UC’s [University of California].  I would ask about the 
process of going to community colleges, but the information was really 
lacking.  They just told me to look at websites, so I did my own research. 

 
Jason (Filipino): Yeah, I know people who were primarily going to CCSF  

[community college], they were not going to get any help.  Jason 
sarcastically rolled his eyes when he said, It was apparently the easiest 
process.  

 
Ashley (Latina): Teachers and counselors were saying they could help complete  

personal statements and applications for four-year universities.  But the 
community college questions were redirected to a retired instructor who 
was only there once a month. 

 
 

This discrepancy between the quantitative and qualitative data for Asian students 

may be due to the fact that quantitative survey respondents included four-year bound 

students, while qualitative focus groups only included community college students.   



 

 

101 

After-School Program Providers:  Less Support For African-American Students 

After-school program service providers act as pivotal adults for many high school 

students.  Students were asked, “If you have questions about applying for college, how 

often do you get help from after school programs?”  Quantitative results reveal a slight 

difference among underrepresented students in that they are more likely to report to 

never or rarely receive assistance from after-school program providers (Table 6) 

compared to their Asian/White counterparts. 

Table 6 

After-School Program Provider Support Underrepresented Students Versus Asian/White 
Students 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always 
 Count % Count % Count % Count % Count % 
Underrepresented 13 93% 6 67% 6 50% 14 52% 10 50% 
Asian/White 1 7% 3 33% 6 50% 13 48% 10 50% 
Total 14 100% 9 100% 12 100% 27 100% 20 100% 
 

Furthermore, analysis through a post hoc comparison using the Scheffe Test 

revealed that African-American students received less assistance from after school 

programs than other ethnic groups.  The African-American mean was 2.4 and the Asian 

mean was3.78; revealing an African-American-Asian difference of 1.38, showing 

statistical significance at p=0.018. This implies that the groups’ means are not the same, 

mainly from the contrast between African-Americans (lowest) and Asian students 

(highest). 
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After-School Program Providers:  Less Support for High School Latino Students 

Given that my sample is disproportionately composed of Asian and Latino 

students, I also performed a series of one-way analysis of variance tests to check for 

underlying patterns within the two largest groups (n=70).  An Asian vs. Latino Subset 

Robust Test compares if assistance received from after school programs differed between 

Asian and Latino students. A one-way analysis of variance did not show a statistically 

significant difference (F (1, 63) = 3.19, P = 0.0791).  However, I will note, that while this 

test fails to reach statistical significance, there is a difference in Asian and Latino 

students and the amount of assistance they indicate to receive from afterschool program 

providers.  The Latino mean was 3.27 and the Asian mean was 3.84; revealing the 

Latino-Asian difference of -0.57, indicating Latinos receive slightly less assistance from 

after school programs.  After-school service providers may be offering more support to 

Asian students at Progress High due to the fact that their parents are pressuring them to 

seek out that support, where parents of underrepresented students may not be doing the 

same.  Additionally, this may be due to the fact that more Asian students are applying to 

four-year universities compared to Latinos who may not be meeting entry requirements.       

After-School Program Providers Best Support for Community College Students 

However, in the follow up qualitative focus groups, students reported that after- 

school program service providers were generally helpful to them in applying to the 

community college.  Ten out of eighteen underrepresented students reported they 
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received assistance from after school programs.  Seven of these instances were reports of 

support from community-based organizations housed at their high school career centers.  

For focus group students, after-school program providers served as the best source of 

school-based support (above counselors and teachers) when they applied to their local 

community college, across all ethnic groups.  There were no differences between Asian 

and underrepresented students. This differs from quantitative survey results where 

students reported teachers as their primary source of support in applying to college.  

This discrepancy between quantitative and qualitative may be due to a number of 

reasons.  First, the quantitative survey was conducted at one particular high school- 

Progress High- where the students’ perspective would likely differ from other high 

schools, depending on the resources made available to students.  Focus group participants 

attended a wide variety of high schools within the district so their perspectives may 

differ.  Second, quantitative results contain both four-year and community college bound 

students, where focus groups only contain community college student respondents.  

Latino Students Less Satisfied with College Application Support 

Students were asked, “How satisfied are you with the assistance your high school 

is providing you in applying to college?”  A majority of students indicated they were 

satisfied or very satisfied with the assistance their high school was providing them in 

applying to college as indicated in Figure 11 below.  This suggests that Progress High 

School is providing adequate college application assistance from the student perspective. 



 

 

104 

 

Figure 11.  First-generation student reports of satisfaction with their high school with the 
college application. 
 

However, analysis of satisfaction by ethnicity reveals a disparity.  Given that my 

sample is disproportionately composed of Asian and Latino students, I performed a one-

way analysis of variance test to check for underlying patterns within these two largest 

groups (n=70).  Analysis of variance revealed a statistically significant difference 

between group means (F (1, 68) =5.5, P=0.0219) indicating that Latino students were 

less satisfied with the assistance they received from their high school with the college 

application over Asian students, as demonstrated in Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Satisfaction with High School on College Application  

Analysis of Variance  
Satisfaction With Assistance From High School On College Application 
Latino vs. Asian 

Source SS df MS F Prob > F 
Between groups 4.212004 1 4.212004 5.5 0.0219 
Within groups 52.07371 68 0.76579     
Total 56.28571 69 0.815735     

 

Also, a Post hoc comparison using the Scheffe Test corroborated this result (Table 

8.). The test revealed that Latino students were less satisfied with their high school’s 

assistance on the college application than Asian students.  The Latino mean = 4.05 and 

the Asian mean = 4.54; the Latino-Asian difference = -0.491, statistically significance at 

p=0.022. 

Table 8 

Scheffe Test of Means Asian vs. Latino 

Comparison of Satisfaction with Assistance from High 
School on College Application 
Asian vs. Latino 

(Scheffe) 

Row Mean-Row Column Asian 



 

 

106 

Latino -0.4914 
  0.022 

 

A Lack of Promotion of the Community College 

Given that a large majority of first-gen underrepresented students are more likely 

to qualify to attend a community college over a four-year (Rivera, 2012), research 

question three asks: In what ways are high schools promoting the community college as a 

viable option?  Students were asked, “How often do you hear about the following 

application processes at your high school?”  Students provided responses in the 

categories of always, often, sometimes, rarely and never and they responded to this 

question each for the community college and for the four-year institution.   

 It is clear that Progress High School is heavily promoting the four-year institution 

over the community college since students revealed that they always hear about the four-

year application process 70% of the time, compared to hearing about the community 

college application only 25% of the time.  Coinciding with these results, an independent 

sample t-test was conducted to compare how often high school students hear about the 

four-year application process versus the community college application process.  Results 

indicated that there was a significant difference between them hearing about the four-year 

application process (M=4.6, SD=.11) versus the community college application process 

(M=3.1, SD=.27).   
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It is important to note that generally the four-year application is due months 

earlier than the community college matriculation process begins.  The current study was 

conducted in the fall semester well before the transition to college, a time frame where 

four-year-bound students are in the thick of applying, whereas community college bound 

students usually start this process in the spring.  Therefore, it could be possible that the 

reason students are mostly hearing about the four-year process has to do with the fact that 

the applications are due much sooner.  Consequently, before reaching a conclusion, it was 

important to listen to the perceptions of community college students after they had 

already transitioned to college.  

Follow up focus group data generally concurs with the quantitative data.  The 

theme of community colleges being promoted less than a four-year institution came up in 

ten instances (55%), even after their transition to college had already occurred.  When 

students were asked if their high schools promoted community colleges at all, several 

students shared the following sentiments,   

Ashley (Latina): They promoted more of the UCs and private schools [four-year  
colleges and universities].  So City [community college] wasn’t really 
promoted. 
 

Jason (Latino): Our school was a college preparatory school, but they didn’t say  
too much about community colleges.  They were more preparing students 
to UC’s or CSU’s [four-year universities].  They wouldn’t really put too 
much emphasis to community colleges. 
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When asked if the community college was promoted even in their final semester 

of their senior year, two students spoke up.  John shared that Progress High promoted the 

four-year institution more than the community college throughout his time there, up until 

the final semesters before he graduated.  John indicated that there was a heavy 

community college push at the end for all those who did not get into a four-year.  But he 

did feel like his high school (Progress High) positively promoted the community college.  

He also admitted that promoting the community college earlier would have been helpful 

because he felt like he was cramming to get it all done just months before he graduated.  

Another student, Faith, shared a similar experience.   Because it was a last minute push 

for the community college, she didn’t really see her high school as promoting the 

community college per se, but more mentioning it as an after thought:  

Faith (Pacific Islander): It’s like the whole year they were more focused on four  
year universities.  Around February, they started talking about City 
College. 

 
Facilitator:  So if you knew you were going to a community college what would  

you do when you heard your high school talking about the four-year 
colleges? 

 
Faith (Pacific Islander): Since, I was planning to attend City College, I just didn’t  

pay attention to the four-year part.  When they talk about community 
colleges, it’s the last part and its really short. 

 

Community College Discouraged 

 Not only was it not promoted, but also several focus group participants revealed 

they heard negative or discouraging comments about the community college from their 
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schools.  Related comments included: 

Ashley (Latina):  If you got accepted into a state or UC [four-year university],  
that’s great.  If you’re going to city or a community [college], their 
reactions are like, ‘Oh, City? Really?’ 
 

 
Sean (Latino):  You tell your teacher or college counselor…that you’re going to  

UC this or CSU [university] that, they seem excited and say, ‘Oh that’s 
great.’  But if you tell them that you’re going to community college they 
have this blank expression on their faces or show fake happy. 

 
Ashley (Latina): Yeah, there’s a push for four-year universities, but if you’re  

going to City College [community college], they told me that you were 
going to drop eventually.   

 
Sally (African-American) shifted the conversation when she said, “When I started  

[high school], they were talking about how good community colleges were 
and it didn’t make me feel dumb.  They actually made it look like it was 
good to start at community colleges.”  Two others recalled instances 
where community colleges were spoken of in a positive light at their high 
schools. 

 
John (Filipino): They emphasized a lot about community colleges only because  

one or two percent were going to UC’s and five percent went to state 
schools [four-year universities]. 

 
Sally (African-American): Yeah, my science teacher was emphasizing how good  

City College [community college] was.   
 
 

Connected to this, three out of eighteen focus group students revealed that they 

were embarrassed to attend a community college.  One student in particular commented, 

“A majority of the students got accepted into a four-year- and if you got into a 

community, you feel like, damn, I messed up.” 
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Losing Potential Community College Students at Four Loss Points 

The third research question asked: In what ways are high schools promoting the 

community college as a viable option?  Overall, in the current study, quantitative and 

qualitative data combined suggests the community college is not being heavily promoted 

compared to the four-year institution.  Normally, one would believe that heavy promotion 

of a four-year institution pathway is a positive endeavor and that all students deserve the 

right to hear about it.  While this is true, there are several factors that make this 

problematic, if the community college is not equally promoted.  In particular, this 

negatively affects four types of students including; students who did not qualify for four-

year entry; those that are accepted into a four-year institution but cannot afford fees or 

cannot access courses; those who graduate from high school but go nowhere afterwards; 

and finally high school dropouts. 

Maria: Did Not Meet CSU/UC Entry Requirements 

In the case of Maria, she did not get accepted into a four-year institution.  In order 

to be accepted into a public four-year institution in California, Maria had to meet certain 

entry requirements (a-g courses).  This presents a problem for a majority of students of 

color in the high school district since only 28% (n=108) of African-Americans, 33% 

(n=241) of Latinos met these entry requirements compared to 67% (n=1439) of Asians in 

2009-10.  That same year, of the 164 high school graduates at Progress High (where the 

current study was conducted), only 46 students met four-year requirements, which is 28% 
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of the graduating class.  This is much lower than the district, county and statewide 

percentages of 54%, 53% and 36% respectively (California Department of Education, 

2011).  Based on this data, one is made keenly aware that, despite the high school’s 

worthy effort to promote a four-year institution option, a majority of their students, like 

Maria, are not meeting four-year entry requirements.   

Not promoting the community college in a positive light affects underrepresented 

students most.  For example, among the 46 students who met the CSU/UC entry 

requirements, a majority of them were Asian.  In fact, of the 46 students, 21 (45%) were 

Asian, only ten (21%) were Latino, five (10%) were African-American, one (2%) was 

Filipino, and no Pacific Islander students met four-year entry requirements.   

Furthermore, a deeper look at Latino students - the largest population at Progress 

High - reveals reason for concern.  Specifically, of the 164 graduates at Progress High 

School, the largest majority, 42% (n= 70) were Latino.  Of the graduates, only 6% 

(n=10) met four-year entry requirements.  Given the fact that only ten Latino students 

met four-year entry requirements that year, this begs the question - what about the 

remaining 60 Latino students?  Did the high school properly promote the community 

college pathway since that was their only option at post-secondary education?  Because 

most Latino students are not meeting four-year entry requirements, the community 

college is their only option, further reiterating the importance of promoting the 

community college, especially for underrepresented students.   
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Sean: Got Accepted But Couldn’t Afford Fees 

In Latino student Sean’s case, he got accepted into several four-year universities 

but was not happy with the colleges he got into and his mother was not willing to pay the 

high fees.  Instead, Sean opted for a transfer pathway through the community college.  He 

has his dreams set on UC Berkeley and since he did not get in the first time around, 

preferred to attend community college, increase his GPA to improve his chances of 

getting into his first choice college.  For Sean, the community college provides his second 

chance to get admitted to the UCs.  His mother has hopes that with that increased grade 

point average; he lands a scholarship that would minimize stress on their low-income 

household.  If Sean were not aware of the community college pathway, he would likely 

not have pursued post-secondary education because his family could not afford it.   

John: Graduated High School But Almost Went Nowhere 

On average, approximately 1,000 students graduate high school in San Francisco 

Unified School District and go nowhere.  As in Filipino student, John’s case, he almost 

went nowhere.  Luckily, Progress High School promoted the community college late in 

the spring of his senior year of high school.  This occurred once the high school was 

aware which students were accepted into a four-year.  Then the remaining students were 
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highly encouraged to pursue a community college in the last several months of high 

school.  However, earlier promotion of community college at Progress High as a primary 

option rather than an afterthought would undoubtedly allow students to not only prepare 

mentally, but also take appropriate action towards completing the five-step matriculation 

process (Venezia, et al., 2010).  In fact, research indicates that students who successfully 

transition to college typically choose a college in 11th grade and prepare final application 

steps throughout 12th grade (McDonough, 2004).  Progress High at least promoted the 

community college at one point, albeit at the end.  

Like John, more students at Progress High are not likely to attend a four-year 

institution anyway.  For example, in 2009-10, there were 146 high school graduates at 

Progress High and only 31% (n= 46) of them (mostly Asian) qualified for entry into a 

four-year institution.  The remaining 118 students or 72% of the graduating class needed 

another post-secondary option.  The local community college is an open access institution 

that would welcome these local students and even give them priority registration.  In an 

effort to improve retention rates for local students, CCSF’s administration instituted a 

policy change that allowed all SFUSD graduates to receive priority registration moving 

forward.  Based on this, it behooves Progress High School to heavily promote the 

community college early on since this is where the largest majority of their 

underrepresented students may have a second chance of post-secondary education.  

Providing students support through the, often strenuous, five-step community college 



 

 

114 

enrollment process early will further reinforce an eased transition since research indicates 

that early dissemination of college entry requirements is critically important 

(McDonough, 2004).  Discussing post-secondary options with seniors in their last 

semester of high school simply does not provide enough time to: a) convince them that 

they are college material; b) indicate that the community college as a viable post-

secondary option; and c) offer them support in completing the community college five-

step application process with ease.   

However, one may argue that this student perspective may be specific to Progress 

High.  Yet, follow up qualitative focus groups were comprised of students who came 

from a variety of other high schools within the school district and they concurred with the 

finding that community college was rarely promoted.  Participants specifically indicated 

that they rarely or never heard the community college promoted at all.  If the community 

college is never promoted in high school, obviously chances for post-secondary 

enrollment are minimal.    

One may also argue that perhaps these students are going elsewhere, to a private 

college that do not mandate a-g entry requirements or to another community college.  

However, data shows that despite having a high school diploma, 1000 students are not 

enrolling anywhere annually  (John W. Gardner Center for Youth and Their 

Communities, 2011). 

Rosa: Dropped Out of High School 
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Latina student, Rosa, dropped out of high school and later found her way to the 

community college.  At Progress High, only 69% of Progress High School’s senior class 

met high school graduation requirements in 2010-11, which makes one wonder what 

happened to the students who dropped out of high school.  In order to qualify for entry 

into the community college, applicants do not need a high school diploma; they merely 

need to be 18 years of age or older.  One would hope that they would eventually make 

their way to their local community college, especially because community college 

offerings in certificate programs may appeal to students who did not necessarily connect 

to a traditional high school curriculum.  For example, CCSF has certificate programs in 

video game animation, fashion design, and culinary arts, all of which are popular among 

youth.  However, a break in the educational pipeline is not ideal, since high school 

dropouts rarely pursue college (Lindholm, 2006).  Since the present study suggests the 

community college is rarely promoted, it is likely these high school dropouts did not hear 

the message that it is a viable option for them, despite their circumstances.  Therefore, 

promoting the community college as a viable option as early as the ninth grade would at 

least inform students early on so that if they do drop out, they have the option of 

returning to education once they are 18 years of age.   

For underrepresented students, Maria, Sean, John, and Rosa the community 

college was designed to serve them.  Discussing the community college negatively 

affects students like Maria who did not qualify for four-year institution entry; Sean who 
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could not afford four-year fees; John who without promoting community college would 

have gone nowhere afterwards; and Rosa who dropped out of high school.  Their voices 

represent thousands of San Francisco youth annually who deserve that second chance to 

pursue post-secondary education.  These four students were fortunate to find their way to 

CCSF, but for so many others, the community college is not promoted as a viable option 

neither in their homes nor in their schools.  Therefore, thousands of potential community 

college students fall through the academic pipeline at each of these loss points.  Yet, there 

are opportunities to remedy these loses to be presented in the forthcoming chapter.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Recommendations 
Overview 

Maria is an underrepresented student who graduated from a California public 

high school and enrolled in the community college system because she did not qualify for 

University of California or California State University entry requirements.  Students like 

Maria largely motivated the current study.  There are thousands of Maria’s in San 

Francisco, and therefore, an opportunity to capture more students like her through the 

community college pathway.  

Although California community colleges were designed to be open-access 

institutions to serve all students, including those who did not have the financial means or 

entry requirements to attend a four-year institution, transitional barriers exist for first-

generation underrepresented students. To best understand how educational institutions 

can improve this transitional process for underrepresented students, my study aimed to 

understand how home-based and school-based social capital influenced transition to the 

community college.  I analyzed the data in a number of ways including comparing levels 

of support and assistance for four-year-bound students to community college-bound 

students. Lacking a comparison of students who are the first-generation to attend college 

to students of college-educated parents, I also made comparisons on ethnicity to surface 

trends that do exist within the high school I drew upon for the quantitative data 

collection. 
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Thus, the quantitative component of this study set out to investigate how home-

based and school-based capital are distributed among students at one high school in San 

Francisco before they transition to college.  The qualitative phase undertaken with 

community college students aimed to understand student perceptions of home and school 

based capital after their transition to college had occurred.  Findings are categorized into 

the two major themes of home-based social capital and school-based social capital.  

Woven throughout both sections are comparisons between four-year-bound students 

versus community college bound students as well as comparisons by ethnicity.  In the 

secondary qualitative phase, consisting of focus group data, each of the 18 participants 

were the first in their family to pursue college.  Of participants, 83% were 

underrepresented (African-American, Latino, Filipino, or Pacific Islander) and 17% were 

Chinese. 

Interpretation of Findings 

Study Findings 

In order to understand students’ access to home-based social capital, the first 

research question asked, “What perceptions do students have about access to college 

planning activities in their families or in their neighborhoods?” The present study 

revealed that underrepresented students who are first in their family to pursue college 

have limited home-based social capital when applying to college.  Their parents, peers, 
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extended family members, and siblings did not offer significant support when applying to 

college either before or after their transition to college, except among Asian students.   

Given this lack of support from underrepresented students’ home-based networks, 

the second research question asked, “What perceptions do students have about access to 

school-based social capital in the area of college planning activities?  Findings revealed 

that Asian students had the highest levels of support from all sources -- parents, teachers, 

after school service providers, and counselors -- above Latino and African-American 

groups.   

Since the community college is an important pathway to higher education, 

particularly for Latino and African-American students (Rivera, 2012), the third research 

question asked, “In what ways are high schools promoting the community college as a 

viable option?”  Study findings revealed that high school counselors overwhelmingly 

prioritized support to four-year bound students over community college students in the 

college application process.  Overall, the four-year institution pathway is 

disproportionately being promoted over the community college pathway, and in some 

instances, community college is being discouraged, despite the fact that it is the only 

post-secondary option -- by reasons of eligibility and cost -- for the largest majority of 

San Francisco youth.  

Research reveals that educational systems lose students in their path to post-

secondary education at four major loss points.  My conceptual framework outlines these 
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loss points that include: students who did not qualify for four-year institution entry, those 

who are accepted into a four-year institution, but cannot afford fees or access courses, 

students who graduate from high school but go nowhere afterwards, and finally students 

who dropped out of high school.  These loss points represent opportunities to capture 

more students in the post-secondary pipeline.  However, encouraging more students to 

enter an already impacted community college system will inevitably raise several counter 

arguments.  Therefore, discussing them upfront before recommendations are presented is 

in order. 

Limitations of the Study 

 The data for this study were collected using a sequential design, in which the 

quantitative data were collected and analyzed first, followed by the collection and 

analysis of the qualitative data.  Originally, it was anticipated that students whose parents 

went to college and also those who are significantly represented in higher education, 

namely Asian and White students, would respond to the high school questionnaire.  

However, only three respondents’ parents went to college, thereby limiting the ability to 

conduct comparisons between the two groups. Further those three were all Asian.  Only 

one respondent was White but not first-generation.  The sample was therefore too small 

to make valid comparisons between first-gen underrepresented students versus 

Asian/White students whose parents went to college.  However, since there were 

disparities between first-gen Asian students and first-gen underrepresented, comparisons 
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were made between these groups instead.   

Furthermore, the high school questionnaire was only conducted at one urban 

public high school in San Francisco.  Policy and practice implications at that particular 

high school may not be reflected in other local high schools or nationally, thereby 

minimizing the generalizability of the study.  Similarly, the subsequent qualitative phase 

was conducted among community college students at one urban college and may not 

reflect the sentiments of students, even at other urban community colleges.  Additionally, 

the sample size of focus group participants was comprised of 18 students, who all grew 

up in the urban city of San Francisco and attended the same school district.  Although the 

students were selected to meet these criteria so they could best match the experiences of 

those sampled in the quantitative phase, their experiences may be specific to this region, 

and therefore, may not necessarily reflect other high school and community college 

students across the nation. 

 

Implications 

Significance of Study 

The great majority of current college admissions policies are based on a system of 

meritocracy and social stratification (Oakes, et al., 2000).  Students from mainstream 

cultures and middle-class status are at an advantage because these admissions policies 

were designed to serve them.  Members of privileged groups employ the ideology of 

merit as the moral and rational foundation and to provide leverage for maintaining their 
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competitive advantage in four-year institution admissions (Oakes, Guiuiton, 1995; 

Solórzano & Ornelas, 2009).  Based on the widespread implementation of meritocracy in 

four-year college admissions that is supposedly class and race blind, underrepresented, 

low-income students can count on the community college as their primary option, 

especially because it was designed with them in mind.  In San Francisco, despite being 

first-gen, Asian are finding a way to maneuver this system and are successfully enrolling.  

Underrepresented students are not fairing as well.  For these students, the community 

college is often their only option.   

Although California community colleges were designed to be open-access 

institutions to serve all students, including those who do not have the financial means or 

entry requirements to attend a four-year institution, the present study concludes that 

transitional barriers exist for first-generation underrepresented students.  This implies that 

the intention of the open-access concept of the community college is off track.  

Therefore, this study may serve to inform scholars and practitioners that there is an 

unintended access problem for first-gen underrepresented students.   

Institutional Leaders 

It may not be in the forefront of administrators thinking to re-prioritize how they 

offer support to those who need it most.  Therefore, study results intend to inform high 

school and community college leaders of an access oversight and urge them to implement 

measures to remedy the problem. The present study results further validate the 
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importance of prioritizing equal access to school-based social capital.  With the current 

study results and recommendations in hand, local institutional leaders at the high school 

and community college where the study was conducted have an opportunity to make a 

significant changes in college-going rates among underrepresented students.   

However, it will take certain types of leaders to implement such systemic change: 

leaders who are willing to make bold changes and serve as champions of the work.  

Ideally, leaders from both the high school and the local community college would best 

serve in this capacity.  Successful leaders are open, transparent, and honest, which earns 

them the loyalty, commitment, and willingness of followers (Bethel, 2009).  In order to 

implement recommendations, such leaders will need followers to assist in the process.  

Because the forthcoming recommendations involve a change in policy and practice, some 

of which have been in place for upwards of twenty years in San Francisco, a buy-in 

process is crucial.  Hence, change leaders must develop connections among different 

initiatives and individuals across both the K-12 district and the community college to 

creates synergy and provides momentum for the change (Eckel, Hill, Green & Mallon, 

1999).  Ultimately, these educational champions from both institutions must convince 

their colleagues that school-based social capital needs to be directed towards those who 

are getting less support from home, namely African-American and Latino students.  Once 

administrators and faculty are convinced, a movement towards policy and practice 

changes will inevitably increase college-going rates for those groups.   
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Educational Equity 

Nationally, first-gen students have more difficulty transitioning from high school 

to college than their non first-gen peers, often resulting in a delayed entry into college or 

no entry at all (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996; Chen, 2005; Choy, 

Horn, Nuñez, & Chen, 2000; Berkner & Chavez, 1997).  In a study by the National 

Center for Education Statistics (U.S. Department of Education, 2001), students whose 

parents went to college are at a greater advantage enrolling, persisting, and completing 

post-secondary education.  Among recent high school graduates, 59% of first-gen 

students enrolled in some form of college within two years of high school graduation; this 

compares with the enrollment rate for students whose parents had some college at 75%.  

This pattern reveals an equity gap in enrollment rates among first-generation students, 

nationwide. 

Locally, this equity gap is disproportionately affecting African-American and 

Latino youth more than any other group.  In fact, an analysis of SFUSD’s high school 

graduates over four years revealed that 31% of Latino students and 30% of African-

American students did not pursue any post-secondary enrollment compared to only 16% 

of white students and 14% of Chinese (John W. Gardner Center for Youth and Their 

Communities, 2011). 

These low enrollment rates among first-generation students are of vital concern 

because demographically, first-generation students are more likely to be African-
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American or Latino (Chen, 2005).  Underrepresented minorities will make up the 

majority of our nation (54%) by 2042 (Broughton, 2008).  As demonstrated, first-

generation, underrepresented students are not fully accessing an educational system of 

higher education that was designed to serve all students, regardless of level of academic 

achievement or financial need, thereby further contributing to the educational 

achievement gap.  The present study findings correspond with both national and local 

trends, further solidifying its significance towards uncovering barriers that affect a 

successful transition from high school to community college.   

Unequivocally, the equity gap on both local and national levels is deep, complex 

and systemic.  This fact is further complicated by a major budget deficit within our 

educational system.  Nonetheless, solutions to address this specific aspect of the gap 

around the transition from high school to the community college are presented in the 

forthcoming section with remedies that, with the right leadership, are realistic with 

budget and workload constraint considerations.   

Recommendations for Action 

 Based on the findings, the necessary follow up question should be, what can high 

schools and community colleges do to improve the transition of first-generation 

underrepresented high school students to community college?  Connected to this, during 

the focus groups, I asked students for their recommendations for how high schools and 

community colleges could help ease their transition.  Students provided several 
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suggestions, which - in part - will be shared throughout this final chapter.  However, 

these recommendations are also grounded on the broader findings from this study, and on 

national and local best practices.   

 Furthermore, the following recommendations aim to: a) ensure that school-based 

social capital, in the area of college planning activities, is distributed equally to all 

students; b) to increase access to pivotal adults for students of color; and c) to promote 

the community college equal to four-year institutions in homes and in the schools.  

Ultimately, these strategies are designed to ease the transition of high school students of 

color to the community college.   

Recommendation 1: Strategic Partnerships Grounded in Data-Driven Decisions 

 First, given that the transition from high school to college occurs between two 

distinctly different institutions, a partnership needs to be formed between the two.  

However, partnerships need to go beyond getting leaders in a room.  There is a need to 

move away from working in silos, as large bureaucratic institutions often do, to a unified 

approach towards tackling the transition issue.  In fact, every high school should have a 

college access strategy (Tierney, et al., 2009), but if the community college were to meet 

them half way, this would strengthen that strategy further.  A high school/community 

college access strategy would likely be well received by educational leaders.  

 Such partnerships need to be strategic, intentional, and grounded in data-driven 

decisions.   A primary aspect of the partnership includes transparency of data.  An honest 



 

 

127 

look at data regarding transitional issues should be presented to top leaders from both 

institutions (The Campaign For College Opportunity, 2011; Institute for Higher 

Education Leadership and Policy, 2010).  Ideally, to minimize bias, an outside institution 

should conduct a comprehensive analysis of transitional issues.  Then, based on the 

results, and with input from practitioners and students, a realistic educational transitions 

strategic plan should be implemented to tackle issues at hand (Noeth & Wimberly, 2004).  

Each institution should assign a practitioner to lead and champion the work at their 

respective institution.   

 This kind of approach has begun in San Francisco.  Two years ago, the local 

community college, public high school district, and the mayor’s office formed a 

partnership in such a way, and this new coalition has in part, tackled the college transition 

issues.  What has been critically important to this partnership is the fact that the 

Chancellor of the community college and the Superintendent of the school district each 

assigned a critical leader to move the action plan forward.  I have had the honor to serve 

as the assigned leader from the community college, and therefore, have had a first-hand 

perspective as to how these partnerships can be beneficial to students of color in their 

transition to college.   In San Francisco, once data analyzed by Stanford University were 

presented to executive leaders, an annual action plan, grounded in that data, was created 

and implemented.  Critical leaders were assigned to move action items forward at the 

district and at the college.  As a result of this strategic partnership, several policy changes 
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such as priority enrollment for SFUSD graduates and a change in the testing policy from 

two months to two weeks were made with the intention of easing the transition for 

African-American and Latino students to community college, with promising results.  

Therefore, the first recommendation of creating a strategic partnership grounded in data 

driven decisions is a foundational first step towards action.  Then educational leaders can 

work towards increasing home and school-based social capital among underrepresented 

students to minimize existing transitional barriers.   

Recommendation 2: Engage Every Student in College Application Process: A Universal 

Approach 

 Transitioning to college can be overwhelming and usually involves tests, 

applications, orientations, and educational plans.  Often students are expected to complete 

this process on their own.  This practice suggests that once a student reaches their high 

school commencement ceremony, their job is done.  However, the word commencement 

means, “a beginning.”  In order to earn a living wage in today’s economy, that beginning 

means the start of a college education.  It is irresponsible for educational leaders to 

believe that a high school is an ending point.  Instead, intentionally making the college 

application part of the school day is imperative.   

 This approach allows educational leaders to directly support students who are 

four-year-bound, community college-bound, and those who don’t have a plan with clear 

direction and options.  The second recommendation, therefore, encourages leaders to 
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engage every student in the college application process by taking a universal approach.  

In order to implement this primary recommendation successfully, three suggested actions 

are presented including making the college application mandatory, increasing access to 

pivotal adults, and equally promoting of the community college.   

 Mandatory College Enrollment 

 Typically, four-year colleges have orientations that last several days or even 

weeks while community college students often complete all the matriculation steps in one 

day, including a placement exam that they did not prepare for, and of which they do not 

grasp the impact (Adams, 2010).  One assured way to increase student access to school-

based social capital in the area of college planning activities is to make the college 

enrollment process a mandatory high school activity for every student.  It is important to 

bring the community college application process to high school students before they 

graduate.  Obviously while they are in high school, educators still have access to students 

as a captive audience, minimizing the need to seek them out after high school is over.  

But this recommendation takes it a step further - to make the college enrollment process a 

part of the school day, essentially including it as a component of the curriculum and 

making it mandatory for all students, even for those who did not originally have a plan to 

pursue post-secondary education.  Although students may ultimately decide not to 

participate in post-secondary education, at least they have the option and hopefully, with 

the right messaging, have been convinced of its pertinence in today’s economy.  
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 Although a new initiative, and not without challenges, CCSF has recently 

adopted such a universal approach with promising results.  The community college 

enrollment process is usually a five-step process, four of which in San Francisco’s case, 

occur during the school day.  Since most SFUSD students are not meeting CSU/UC entry 

requirements, this affects the largest majority of their student population. For steps one 

and two, CCSF sends their college counselors out to the 18 public high schools to 

conduct application workshops and orientation sessions for community college-bound 

students and for those who do not have a plan.  To accomplish the third step, CCSF sends 

testing proctors out to the high schools to conduct assessment tests among these students.  

For the fourth step, college counselors return with test results and meet with students via 

one-on-one counseling sessions to create their first semester educational plan.  This step 

is critically important because students who start college with an academic plan based on 

advisement from a college counselor increase the likelihood that they will persist 

(CCCSE, 2012).  The final step, registration, is accomplished over the summer since 

registration dates are usually available in mid July, long after high school has ended.  

However, to increase the likelihood that students complete this final step, all SFUSD 

graduates are bussed to CCSF in April during the school day to attend registration 

workshops, among other activities intended to build social capital among students.  This 

step of visiting the community college campus is important since many first time students 

do not understand the value of registering early, and late registration decreases student 

success in the classroom (CCCSE, 2012). 
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 There are varying levels of enthusiasm about this initiative to bring the 

community college enrollment process to the high schools.  One high school, for 

example, is so invested in students engagement with this process that they have not only 

made it a requirement of graduation, but they have also indicated that they will cancel 

prom if students do not complete the community college application process.   

 However, this comprehensive approach has met some resistance for a number of 

reasons.  First, CCSF spent six months finding 18 college counselors, one assigned to 

each high school, who were willing to go out to the high schools. Although a few had 

been already doing this for years, creating a mandatory system for every high school 

graduate was a new concept for many.  Despite some initial resistance, after six months 

of presentations grounded in data, CCSF counselors were up for the challenge.  Should an 

educational leader wish to adopt this recommendation, it is important to allow time for 

the buy-in process to occur.   

 Another caveat to this recommendation is to expect resistance from some high 

school principals and teachers in that completing the college application during the 

school day takes students away from classroom-based learning.  However, a potential 

solution is to infuse the college application as a part of that curriculum.  For example, 

every English class could include the college personal statement as a part of their 

syllabus.  Inevitably, all students could benefit since CSU/UC bound students would 

otherwise have to complete personal statements on their own.  Furthermore, since all 
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post-secondary institutions require incoming students take an English assessment test, be 

it the SAT, ACT or the local community college placement exam, building grammatical 

skills through the practice of writing a personal statement will serve all (Venezia, et al., 

2010).  Additionally, students, alongside their teachers could review their test results and 

determine specific areas of deficiency, so that the student may re-take the exam to 

improve scores (Noeth & Wimberly, 2004; Tierney, et al., 2009.  For these reasons, 

making the college application a mandatory part of the school day and official curriculum 

is the most accountable way to send high school graduates off to a proper 

commencement.     

 Increase Access To Pivotal Adults Through A System of Triage 

 As indicated, access to pivotal adults is a critical factor in building school-based 

social capital, especially because African-American and Latino students are accessing 

pivotal adults the least.  Involving all faculty in a school-wide approach towards 

completing the college application as described above, requires teachers to be heavily 

invested.  Yet counselors also serve as critical supports to students as they apply to 

college; however, high counselor to student ratios can make it difficult for them to serve 

all students (Venezia, et al., 2010).  Coupled with this resource issue, high school 

counselors are often not well trained on college admissions policies (O’Conner, 2000).  

Furthermore, since Asian students are accessing teachers, counselors, and after school 

program providers at rates higher than other groups: it is important to triage the supports 
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offered to students by school personnel (McDonough, 2004) to ensure that every student 

is equally served, and to minimize workload of any one group.  “Caseloading” refers to 

assigning a specific cohort of students to be served by a particular assigned adult within a 

high school.  Below is a description of suggested caseloads for various pivotal adults.   

 Four-year-Bound Students: Served by After School Program Providers 

 In the fall semester of students’ senior year of high school, administration 

should categorize students into one of five cohorts.  First would be those students who are 

on track to meet CSU/UC entry requirements; they are the highest achieving students in 

the class, which suggests they are already highly disciplined.  Given this, the school can 

assign the after school program providers to serve as this cohort’s pivotal adults.  After 

school program providers are usually community-based organizations or federally funded 

programs, which are often housed within the career center at a high school to assist 

students through the application process.  Usually, in San Francisco, after school 

program providers offer extensive expertise in applying to universities and it is not 

unusual to have upwards of ten programs offering such services at any given high school.  

Attention to this competition for highly qualified students would allow these after school 

program providers to coordinate and streamline efforts to offer more intensive services 

and individualized attention to a specific cohort of students rather than offering their 

services to anyone who drops into the career center after school, which is where they are 

usually housed. 
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Students Off-Track: Served by High School Counselors 

 The second cohort to be caseloaded are those students who are at risk of not 

meeting CSU/UC entry requirements.  In the fall semester of their senior year, data can 

offer a good sense of those who are close to meeting the a-g requirements, but still off 

track.  For example, if a student has only one year of a foreign language under his or her 

belt in the senior year while CSU/UC entry requires two, the student is likely to not meet 

those requirements.  Or perhaps a student is not doing well in a particular course and is at 

risk of failing.  High school counselors can take on this cohort and can provide targeted 

advising, for example to enroll in concurrent enrolment courses to make up for missing 

requirements.  If they manage to get these students back on track, they can refer them to 

the after school program providers to assist them with their application to the CSU/UC.  

If, despite their best efforts, counselors are unable to get them back on track, the 

community college will be their only option and they can refer them to the assigned 

pivotal adult serving community college bound students.   

Community College Bound Students: Served by College Counselors 

 The third cohort of students belongs to community college counselors.  This 

group is often the largest cohort within the SFUSD high schools, and often includes the 

highest percentage of African-American and Latino students.  Within this cohort there are 

two types of students.  First, there are those who already have plans to attend the local 

community college because they prefer the transfer pathway.  Their reasons may be due 
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to lower fees, a second chance to get into their dream four-year institution, or interest in a 

certificate program.  Second, there are those who do not have plans to pursue post-

secondary education, despite being on target to graduate high school.  This decision may 

be due to the fact that they do not understand the value of a college degree or certificate.  

Due to their limited social capital, it is unlikely that these students would be willing to 

meet with an assigned pivotal adult to help them apply to college on their own accord.  

Therefore, it is critical to allow these meetings to occur during the school day as a 

mandatory activity to ensure these students are provided the opportunity.   

 In San Francisco this concept has recently shown promising results.  The local 

community college assigns one counselor per high school to serve as pivotal adults to 

these students.  Some students have shown resistance, stating they don’t want to go to 

college, and so they can’t understand why their high school is making this practice 

mandatory.  Our response has been, “We want to ensure that every student has a post-

secondary option, you included.  You don’t have to go, but if you change your mind, 

you’ve already done the work to get there.”  It is our hope that by holding their hands 

through the overwhelming five-step matriculation process and by exposing them to 

pivotal adults at their local community college, this will encourage them to also have a 

mind shift and see that the community college is a viable pathway towards earning a 

living wage in San Francisco.   
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 Counter Arguments  

A counter argument to this strategy may be that the local community college does 

not have the capacity to serve increased numbers of students due to impacted classes.  

However last year, CCSF changed the registration policy to give priority to graduates of 

the local school district, to be discussed in a subsequent section.  As a result of this policy 

change, local school district students are more easily accessing core math and English 

courses in their first semester, thereby minimizing the number of semesters until they 

transfer or complete a degree or certificate.  

 Another criticism may be that this concept of caseloading students is similar to 

tracking students, thereby deciding their future for them.  However, there are a number of 

discrete college enrollment steps that need to be completed at this crucial juncture in 

students’ lives (Tierney, et al., 2009).  Not caseloading them in the twelfth grade would 

be neglectful, since this is our last chance to intervene to truly promote college admission 

as a universal approach.  

 Another point that one may argue is that this strategy of triage in the twelfth 

grade is too late and that early outreach strategies should instead start much earlier, in 

middle school or even kindergarten (Campaign for College Opportunity, 2005).  While 

early outreach programs are ideal, not all students have had exposure to such programs 

(Tierney, et al., 2009).  A recent study among 23 urban high schools revealed that 

although these programs target underrepresented students, less than half (42%) of study 
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participants were afforded the opportunity to participate in an early outreach program 

(Noeth & Wimberly, 2004).  This indicates that all students are not being served through 

early outreach programs, likely due to limited capacity.  

 Although these outreach programs have promising results, there is a need to 

move beyond fragmented initiatives (McDonough, 2004) towards systemic reform 

efforts.  To that end, the current study is specifically focused on what high schools and 

community colleges can do at the point of transition from students’ senior year to the 

point of entry into college.  These recommendations are written in consideration of what 

a typical public high school can realistically accomplish without having control of 

students’ past experiences.     

 Again, this strategy of creating a system of triage by assigning various pivotal 

adults to cohorts of students provides an opportunity to engage every student in the 

college application process in a universal and systemic way.   

 Equally Promote The Community College in Homes and Schools 

 Even once the college application is made mandatory and each student is 

assigned to an adult to directly assist him or her with the college application, there will 

likely be hesitation on the part of some students, educators, and even parents because 

community college is rarely promoted.  As indicated, the current study reveals that 

promoting the community college rarely occurs in high school as evidenced by a 
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comment from Latina student, Ariana, “I would recommend that high schools not 

emphasize so much the four-year institution, but even it out to also promote community 

colleges since that was my only option.” 

 Accordingly, one critical component of engaging every student in the college 

application process means that a concerted effort needs to be made to equally promote the 

community college so that students like Ariana would not only have exposure, but also 

an understanding of how to complete the five-step matriculation process.  Currently the 

community colleges are not being promoted equally to the four-year institutions, and 

further yet, there are negative sentiments from parents, peers, and high school staff that 

discourage students from pursuing the option.  An intentional mind shift among all 

leaders of the high school needs to occur.   

 There are a number of ways to create this shift in the schools.  First, it is 

important to present school-level data to high school administration and faculty to 

convince them that not promoting the community college presents a major problem.  For 

example, if faculty at Progress High were aware that in 2009, 39 of their students (31%) 

went nowhere after high school graduation, 46 (28%) did not meet CSU/UC entry 

requirements, and 43 dropped out before they could graduate, perhaps that would 

convince them that we have a problem in the first place.  Added up, it is conceivable that 

annually upwards of 128 of Progress High School students had only one option for post-
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secondary education; however, this option was never promoted (California Department of 

Education, 2012).  

 Second, it is important to inform high school counselors and teachers of college 

entrance requirements and programs (McDonough, 2004).  It is, therefore, suggested to 

bring community college counselors to present at several high school-site faculty 

meetings about the local community college offerings.  Also, community college 

counselors can offer professional development to the high school counselors in a number 

of areas.  In San Francisco’s case, a group of twenty counselors, ten from the community 

college and ten from the high school district convened to discuss ways to better 

coordinate services.  Through this process of convening counselors across both 

institutions, high school counselors admitted they do not promote the community college 

at their high schools. This coalition of counselors are now convinced that these attitudes 

present a problem, and as a result are planning three professional development sessions 

for counselors from both institutions to combat the issue.  The activities, to be 

implemented this spring, are designed to convince the high school counselors that the 

community college is a viable, and often the only, option for the large majority of their 

students.  The professional development seminars aim to expose the high school 

counselors to the variety of programs and services the college has to offer.  They also aim 

to inform high school counselors that many of their students qualify to attend the local 
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community college for free, due to various special programs and tuition waivers available 

to them.  

  The third aspect of promoting the community college is to convince parents that 

it is a viable option.  This addresses the finding that parents discourage their children 

about pursuing the community college pathway.  By better informing parents, we can 

build students’ home-based social capital (Tierney, et al., 2009).  There are a number of 

ways to accomplish this.  There are existing parent meetings, programs, and parent nights 

at each high school.  It is imperative that the local community college be informed of all 

parent events in advance.  At each event, the local community college should have a 

presence; however, this is often a challenge because community college counselors do 

not always have the capacity to attend evening and weekend events.  This can also be 

costly to pay counselors overtime.  A potential solution is to hire a cadre of student 

workers through a work-study program where they serve as recruiters for the college and 

attend the local parent nights.  Often current students are the most effective messengers.  

In San Francisco, this strategy has provided a way to ensure outreach is far-reaching, 

grass roots and cost effective.   

 Another strategy is to have a coalition of counselors to plan a citywide parent 

night at the college.  In San Francisco, counselors from the high schools and community 

college are doing so with the intention of promoting the local community college as a 

viable, affordable post-secondary option among parents.  The goal, again, is to create a 
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mind shift among the parents, so that they will not only understand the value that the 

community college can bring to their family, but also will support their children through 

the process with positive messages of encouragement.   

Recommendation 3: Priority enrollment for local students 

 Once an intentional partnership is formed and a universal approach towards 

assisting every student through the college application process has been set, it is 

important to ensure that students are off to a strong start at their local community college.  

First-generation students are significantly disadvantaged at the start of their college 

experience in that they typically do not enroll full-time because they cannot access 

courses (Pascarella, Wolniak, et al., 2003). Supporting full-time enrollment has been 

shown to lead to increased college degree completion (Shulock & Moore, 2007).  

Registering for classes late correlates with lower grades, lower completion rates, and 

lower persistence rates into the subsequent term (CCCSE, 2012).  It is important, then, to 

allow newly enrolled students from the local school district to hit the ground running with 

a full load of courses and particular access to gatekeeper math and English courses in 

their first semester.  Providing them with such access will allow these students to start 

their educational plans immediately, thereby shortening their completion and/or transfer 

date.  Thus, the third recommendation is to ensure that local high school graduates 

receive a priority enrollment date.   
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 One of the major reasons City College of San Francisco has a negative stigma is 

that historically, recent high school graduates could not access the courses they needed in 

their first semester.  This lack of access was causing students to enroll on average in only 

eight units per semester, which is four units below full-time status.  Full-time students 

qualify for many additional services including financial aid, fee waivers, and access to 

special programs that provide additional support services.  Not having access to key 

courses may be one of the major reasons so many students decide to give up on one of 

their only chances to pursue a college education through their local community college.  

 In San Francisco, a pilot to provide priority enrollment has shown some promising 

results. Prior to 2009, high school graduates from San Francisco Unified School District 

received last priority in terms of course offerings (a late registration date).  In 2010, the 

college piloted a program to give early registration to 390 students.  As a result of this 

pilot, the total units enrolled in Fall 2010 by SFUSD High School graduates increased 

significantly by 56.61% from 2,617 units to 4,099 units. The average units enrolled 

increased by 42.46% from 8.96 units in Fall 2009 to 12.77 units in Fall 2010.  The 

number of high school graduates that were able to enroll in English or math also 

increased dramatically at 63% and 270% respectively.   

 The college then tracked this cohort of students into the following semester and 

their retention rate was 98%, indicating nearly all of them stayed on and completed the 

subsequent semester.  The normal retention rate for incoming high school students from 
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that district is 75%, so this was a significant change (Fain, 2012). The following 

semester, 89% of them were retained.  These data gave the college strong evidence that 

providing students access to the classes they need -- namely English and math -- allows 

students to attend full-time and makes it nearly certain they will persist, at very least over 

the first three semesters.   

 Since the data demonstrated positive results, the college allowed early enrollment 

dates for all SFUSD graduates the following year, in fall of 2011.  However, another 

indicator of success is ensuring all high school students complete the five-step enrollment 

process so they receive proper orientation and counseling guidance.  Thus, more SFUSD 

students needed to complete all five steps of the college’s enrollment process to qualify 

for this early registration date.  To make sure this occurred, an initiative to bring the 

community college enrollment process to all 18 schools in the district was 

implemented.  Community college faculty and staff went into the high schools, conducted 

application workshops, proctored tests, created individual first semester educational plans 

for each student, and conducted orientations at the schools.   

 As a result, more students completed the matriculation steps earlier. Compared to 

the previous year where 390 students were eligible for this early registration, 871 were 

ready the following year in 2011 to enroll on May 30.  Once all registration was 

complete, more students from the district had enrolled with an overall increase in 

enrollment from SFUSD by 4% (75 more students) for a total of 992 students.  A 
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majority of students are going full-time, with 12.8 units on average, where previously 

students were enrolling in 8 units.  Overall, 796 SFUSD graduates from 2011 are enrolled 

full-time and 196 part-time (total 992).  This change also resulted in increased enrollment 

among target groups.  In fact, the percentage of African-American students increased by 

18%, Latino students increased by 24.5%, and Filipino students increased by 31%.   

 If priority registration dates are provided to recent graduates, it is important to 

properly inform them of its importance.  For many students who are first in their family 

to pursue a college education, they didn't know the meaning or understand the value of 

the term "early registration date."  Given this fact, it is imperative to explain to students 

what this offer means and the importance of registering on time to qualify for courses that 

are usually very difficult to get, like math and English.    

 Since offering priority registration to certain groups of students over others can be 

controversial for some colleges, it is imperative that the concept first be vetted through 

the appropriate shared governance committees.  It is highly recommended that this 

concept start as a pilot for a smaller subsection of local students to first determine if this 

increases persistence rates.  Also, if implemented, continuing and new students outside of 

the local school district will adversely be affected by this policy change.  In San 

Francisco’s case, since only 992 students were offered the early date, within the large 

student body of 100,000 students at CCSF, this made sense for this college.  Each college 
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would be affected differently depending on the number of local students they typically 

receive from their feeder high school district.   

 In summary, the aforementioned recommendations intend to address the key 

follow up question, which asks, What can high schools and community colleges do to 

improve the transition of first-generation underrepresented high school students to 

community college?  The first recommendation of creating a strategic partnership, 

grounded in data-driven decisions, between the high school and community college is the 

critical first step towards systemic change.  The second recommendation of universally 

engaging every student in the college application process aims to ensure that school-

based social capital, in the area of college planning activities, is distributed equally to all 

students.  This is accomplished by making the college application a part of the school 

curriculum, by increasing access to pivotal adults for underrepresented students through 

caseloading, and by equally promoting the community college since it is the only option 

for so many underrepresented students.  The final recommendation ensures students have 

proper access to the courses they need to get a positive jumpstart on their educational 

pathway by offering priority enrollment for local high school graduates.  Ultimately, 

these strategies are designed to ease the transition of high school underrepresented 

students to the community college. 
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Recommendations for Further Study 

 As a result of this study, there are many topic areas that, if examined further, 

would offer an increased understanding of transitional barriers for underrepresented 

students to the community college.  Again, this study purposefully focused only on the 

transition period from students’ senior year of high school until they complete the 

community college matriculation process.  Accordingly, an analysis of college readiness 

in earlier grades before the transition and also into after they transition into their first year 

of college would offer additional insight.  Areas recommended for further study include: 

1) why Asian students are fairing better than other students of color in the transition to 

college; 2) defining what it means to be “college ready” while in high school; 3) an 

understanding of why high school students don’t do well on the community college 

placement exam and finally; 4) a deeper look at negative perceptions of the community 

college.   

Successful Transitions for First-Gen Asian Students  

A further examination of how Asian students are demonstrating a successful 

transition, despite being the first in their family to pursue college may be in order.  Many 

of the students in the San Francisco K-12 public school district are first in their family to 

go to college and their parents are immigrants primarily from China.  In fact, within the 

current study, 32% (n=35) were Chinese.  This is important because although, I am not in 

agreement, some scholars cite cultural differences as an explanation for these 
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discrepancies between Chinese students and other ethnic groups.  Certain scholars have 

provided comparisons between parental influence in education in Chinese culture as 

rationale for this gap.  They argue that, historically the Chinese educational system has 

promoted the Child Examination System for hundreds of years whereby any Chinese 

student who did well on the national exam qualified for an official administrative position 

in the government.  The system encouraged those from the lowest income levels to learn 

how to do well on exams and reap the benefits of fame and a wealthy lifestyle (Zhau, 

2009).  Scholars have attributed the academic accomplishments of Chinese American 

students to these strong cultural values which place importance on education and in 

particular, on doing well on exams (Stevenson et al., 1985; Yao, 1985; Zhang & 

Carrasquillo, 1995).  However, this concept plays into the controversial theory by scholar, 

John Ogbu (1987) whereby he indicated that certain races, such as Asians, have higher 

academic achievement than other races (such as African Americans) due to their 

willingness to adapt to dominant cultural norms.  Therefore, given these existing 

shortsighted and controversial theories, further research is in order to understand the issue 

holistically.   

Defining College Readiness 

On the earlier end of the educational spectrum, college initiatives that start as 

early as sixth grade are ideal because students begin to develop career aspirations in 

middle school and enrolling in Algebra and other gatekeeper courses ensure a college 
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path early on (McDonough, 2004).  This early start also builds a stronger college-going 

culture among students and parents.  However, this is not realistic since most early 

outreach efforts are grant-funded and not sustainable.  A more realistic and sustainable 

approach would come from the leadership at the district level with a clear definition of 

how that school district defines college readiness and a plan for how college readiness is 

infused within the entire district.  Therefore, an additional research question for further 

study would be: In what ways does the K-12 district define college readiness?  This 

question, however, would assume that the K-12 district is considering college readiness at 

all.  Schools may instead be focused on meeting other expectations such as reaching 

California Statewide Test (CST), Academic Performance Index (API), or the California 

High School Exit Exam (CASHEE) requirements.  Each of these indications of student 

performance is not necessarily aligned with student performance in college readiness.   

If a K-12 school district has the foresight to consider college readiness as an 

expectation, perhaps they could adopt an existing definition, such as David Conley’s 

definition of college readiness which states, “The level of preparation a student needs in 

order to enroll and succeed— without remediation—in a credit-bearing general education 

course at a post-secondary institution” (Conley, 2007, p. 3).  This definition would 

indicate a major shift in curriculum to more closely match expectations of post-secondary 

institutions.  In the current study, focus group participants expressed the sentiment that 

they did not feel prepared for college level work, as indicated by Sean, “In high school I 
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didn’t learn much, I was taking basic English and math.  When I got to college…I 

thought to myself, okay high school didn’t prepare me for this.”   

Obviously, there is a disconnect in the curriculum from what a high school 

believes to be a proficient student exiting their system to what colleges believe to be a 

proficient incoming student (Tierney, et al., 2009).  Expectations around what it means to 

be ready for college are misaligned.  Extensive research on this misalignment is in order.  

Faculty perceptions from both the high school and community college, coupled with an 

examination of curriculum gaps at both institutions could offer promising insight.   

Placement Exam Misalignment  

As expected, because academic expectations are misaligned between the two 

institutions, students do not generally do well on incoming community college placement 

exams and are often placed into remediation (CCCSE, 2012), (Venezia, 2010).  In fact, 

90% of SFUSD graduates who attended CCSF placed below college-level English 

(Gurantz, 2012).  The topic came up during community college focus group discussions, 

revealing the problem.  Related comments included: 

John: They did a poor job of preparing students for placement tests in 

general. 

Ariana: I got placed in the wrong class. 

Tommy: I got my results and I thought…how come I placed in this class?  

I was placed in math 840, I felt like I learned it in Kindergarten. 
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Samoa: I heard that it [the placement exam] was also the hardest in the 

state.   

  In contrast, four-year-bound students can prepare for SAT and ACT exams 

through test preparation services often offered by the school or community-based 

organizations (Noeth & Wimberly, 2004).  Community college students, however, rarely 

have the opportunity to prepare for their exam (CCSSE, 2012), (Venezia, et al., 2009). 

This brings up an additional research question: In what ways are high schools and 

community colleges preparing students for the community college placement exam?   

Most community colleges have different college placement exams, adding to the 

complexity of this question.  This compares to the four-year system where nearly all use 

the SAT and ACT exams in their admissions processes.  For example, at CCSF, the 

English department uses their own homegrown placement exam, which has cut-off scores 

that do not align with the California State Test (CST) proficiency levels at the local high 

school district (Gurantz, 2012).  This means that what the high school believes to be a 

proficient student in English is not what the local community college believes to be a 

proficient student in English, and so that student is placed into remedial English in 

college.  Either the community college assessment needs to fundamentally change to be 

better aligned with high school CST scores, or high school curriculum needs to be better 

aligned with college placement expectations (Venezia, et al., 2010).  Consequently, an 

additional research question may get at the core of the issue: In what ways are high 

schools and community colleges working towards ensuring high school graduates are 
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placed into college level courses?  Lessons can be learned from Howard Community 

College, where an initiative that aligned high school and college curriculum led to 

decreased placements in remedial classes for incoming high school students (CCCSE, 

2012).  Further examination of this research question will likely reveal that assessment 

and placements should be a part of a continuous process of learning that starts in middle 

school (Tierney, et al., 2009; Venezia, et al., 2010).   

Perceptions of the Community College 

Even if college readiness was clearly defined within K-12 districts and the 

misalignment of curriculum was addressed, the stigma of the community college remains 

a core problem.  Despite best efforts to remove barriers, students have to want to pursue 

post-secondary education through the community college pathway because it is the only 

option for so many students of color.   

The current study reveals there is a perception problem.  There are systemic 

problems with the community college itself that may be contributing towards the negative 

perception.  For one, students and parents may be aware of the long English and math 

sequences, misaligned placement tests, and the overall low transfer and completion rates.  

For example, only 31% of community college students in the San Francisco region 

completed with a degree or certificate (Institute for Higher Education Leadership and 

Policy. (2010).  Yet offering students the option of a community college education should 

at least be considered.  The alternative of no post-secondary education is not acceptable.  
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There must be a concerted attempt to increase access while educational leaders 

continually work towards improved completion rates in community colleges.   

Therefore, a perception shift with the school district employees, parents, and the 

community at large needs to occur.  For that reason, a research question could be: How is 

the community college perceived by students, parents, and high school educators, and 

how can community colleges improve the perception of their college?  When students 

hear positive messages about their choice to attend the community college, this may 

improve their self-esteem and perhaps increase the likelihood that they will attend.  

To start, community colleges can improve perceptions by showcasing local 

successful graduates, the benefits of low-cost, and the accessibility of instructional sites.  

Also, it behooves community colleges to show statistics that students who transfer do as 

well or better than students who went directly into a four-year institution from high 

school (Handel, 2006).    

Reflections on the Research Process 

 The research process has provided me with many insights and encouraged many 

lessons learned.  First, I assumed that students whose parents went to college would 

respond to the survey in greater numbers.  However, after I received the 89 completed 

high school questionnaires, first-generation students completed 86 and only three 

students parents went to college. This was due to the lack of first-gen students within 

high school itself. I consulted with several K-12 administrators and they indicated that, in 
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general, parents who have college degrees would rather pay for a private school 

education than “risk” sending their children to the local public school system.  Although I 

was aware that this was likely, I did not anticipate the scale of the issue.   

 Although this concentration of first-gen students is the norm, there is one public 

high school within the district that is an exception.  In particular, this high school has 

extremely high expectations of their students and the highest college-going rates in the 

district by far.  In 2010, the school was ranked 28th in the nation by US News and World 

Report Best High Schools in America list (US News & World, 2008).  This school has a 

mixture of first-gen and non first-gen students, although it is disproportionately 

comprised of Asian students.  In retrospect, a study at this school and at Progress High 

would have yielded a better comparison, or at least one more in line with my original 

study design.   

 Since only first-gen students completed the survey, I assumed that I could not 

use the data at all and would have to disregard the quantitative data all together.  

However, once I analyzed the data by ethnicity, I was surprised to see the discrepancy 

between Asians and other students of color.  I assumed that all first-generation students 

would report lower levels of support from home and school.  This major shift in my study 

was unexpected and forced me to reflect on cultural differences within how education is 

perceived by low-income, non-college educated families from different ethnic groups.   
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 Additionally, although I am first in my family to pursue college, I myself, never 

attended a community college.  Obviously since I am an administrator at a community 

college, I believe in its mission and the second opportunity that it can offer.  However, I 

did not anticipate the sheer number of students who do not take advantage of it.  I also 

did not anticipate the level of stigma connected to it, nor did I anticipate the negative 

messages coming from high school staff and first-gen parents.  This may be a local 

problem specific to San Francisco and I have since been reflecting on whether this is the 

case for community colleges in other geographical areas.  

 Conclusion 

 There are many students for whom the community college is the only option 

including students like Maria, Sean, John, and Rosa.  The community college was 

designed to serve each of these students because a four-year institution was not a fit.  The 

community college offers that second chance to Rosa, the high school dropout, Maria, 

who did not meet four-year institution entry requirements, Sean who could not afford 

four-year fees, and John who would have appreciated earlier exposure to the community 

college.   

 Fortunately, these students found their way to the community college.  However, a 

majority of their peers, who tend to be African-American and Latino, did not make it, 

likely due to a lack of social capital in their homes and in their schools.  Within both 

home and school contexts, the community college is not heavily promoted as a viable 
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option.  This inevitably contributes towards a problematic transition to the community 

college for historically underrepresented students.  However, with a solid partnership 

between educational leaders and the right interventions, specific to that local community, 

an easier transition to community college can conceivably minimize the equity gap that 

plagues our nation.  High schools and community colleges need to work in strategic 

collaboration to capture more Marias, Johns, Rosas, and Seans from falling through the 

cracks of the educational pipeline.   
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Appendix A 

 

        Questionnaire 
         San Francisco State University-Fall 2011 

First Generation High School Students of Color: Easing Transitions to Community Colleges 
Purpose of study:  The purpose of this study is to learn about high school students’ perceptions of the types 

of help they are receiving when applying for college. 

How the research will be used:  Results of this study will be written into a doctorate student’s dissertation 
and will be available at San Francisco State University’s library.  Your individual information will remain 

confidential and anonymous. 

Instructions:  Please complete the questions marking an “X” in the appropriate box to the best of your ability. 

 
2. What is the highest level of formal education achieved by 

your father (or guardian)? 
 

 Junior High/Middle School or less 
 Some high school 
 High school graduate or GED 
 Some college, did not complete degree 
 College degree  

(Associate’s and/or Bachelor’s) 
 Some graduate school 
 Graduate degree  

(Master’s, JD, MD, Doctorate) 
 I don’t know  

 
1. What is the highest level of formal education achieved by 

your mother (or guardian)? 
 

 Junior High/Middle School or less 
 Some high school 
 High school graduate or GED 
 Some college, did not complete degree 
 College degree  

(Associate’s and/or Bachelor’s) 
 Some graduate school 
 Graduate degree  

(Master’s, JD, MD, Doctorate) 
 I don’t know 

 
3. How would you describe your race or ethnicity? Please 

check one or more. 
 

 African American 
 American Indian 
 Chinese 
 Filipino 
 Japanese 
 Korean 
 Latino 
 White 
 Pacific Islander 
 Other Non-White 
 Decline to state  

 
4. Please write in the zip code of where you currently live:  

_____________________ 
 

5. After graduation from high school, do you intend to 
continue your education immediately after high school? 

    
6. If you answered “yes” to question # 5, please indicate 
where you plan to go to college by placing an “X” in the 

appropriate box below, then skip to question #8. 
 

If you answered “no” to question # 5, please skip to question # 
7. 

 City College of San Francisco 
 Another community college 
 A four-year university 

(For example SF State, USF, UC Berkeley) 
 Other:  ___________________________  

YES NO 
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7. I don’t plan on continuing my education immediately after high school because  

 
8. If you have questions about applying for college, how often do you get help from: 

 
9. How often do you hear about the following application processes from your high school? 

 
Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

 
Always 

Does not 
Apply 

a.  Applying to community 
college       

b.  Applying to a four year 
university       

 
10. How satisfied are you with the assistance your high school has provided you in applying for 

college? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 I have no interest in attending college  I plan to join the military 

 I do not have enough money to go to college  There are no colleges that 
interest me 

 My parents don’t want me to go to college  
I don’t think I can get into 

college with my high school 
record 

 I cannot go to college because I need to work  
I plan to go to college in a year 
or two but not right after high 

school 

 Other reason:  
_________________________________________________ 

 

Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

 
Always 

Does 
not 

Apply 
a. Your parents or guardians?       

b. Your high school counselor? 
      

c. Your teachers?       
d.  After-school programs?       

Very Dissatisfied 
Dissatisfied 

Neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied 

Satisfied Very satisfied 
Does not 

apply 
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Appendix B 

 
 

Focus Group Questions 

1. What person or what experience convinced you to pursue college? 

2. Was there anyone at home that helped you with the college application process? 

3. Did you have friends you could ask about the college application process?  

4. Did you have family you could ask about the college application process? 

5. While you were in high school, did your high school promote community college as an 

option for you?   

6. When it came time to apply for college, where did you go to get help during the college 

application process? 

7. In high school, were you enrolled in an honors or AP course?  Did you do any prep work in 

applying for college during that class? 

8. Do you feel that you had access to college advisors or counselors at your high school? 

9.  From your perspective, who got the most help in applying for college? Any groups in 

particular?   

10. From your perspective, did community-college students get as much help as the 4-year bound 

students with the college application process? 

11. What ideas do you have about what your high school could have done better to support your 

transition to college? 

12. What ideas do you have about how your community college could have done better to 

support your transition to college? 

13. Did you go to college immediately after high school?   

a. If so, why did you decide to come to community college immediately?  

b. And if not, why were you delayed?   

14. Overall, what person or experience was the most helpful to you when you applied for 

college? 

15. Overall, what challenges did you face when you applied for college? 

16. Overall, how would you describe your transition to college?   
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Appendix C 

 
 
 

Memo to: SFUSD Teacher 
From:  Laurie Scolari, Graduate student researcher 
Re:  Script for explaining survey and distributing release forms 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research.   Your high school will receive a 
$150 donation for participation in this study.  Please use the following script in 
conducting the survey to the students in your class.   
“Attention Students: You have the opportunity to participate in a study.  A graduate 
student from San Francisco State University is conducting a study about high school 
students’ perceptions of the types of support they are receiving in applying for college.  
Her name is Laurie Scolari and she is inviting our class to participate in the research. It 
will take 10 minutes of your time to complete a survey. Your participation is voluntary. If 
you want to participate, there are some forms you need to complete.” 

• “If you are 18 years of age or older, you need to sign a form called the Informed 
Consent to Participate in a Research Study form.  THIS IS THE GREEN PACKET.  Sign 
that form and the survey and return to me today.”  

• {Please distribute the Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study form to 
students 18 years or older, ask students who are interested in participating to sign and 
then collect forms} 

-OR- 
• “If you are under 18 years old, you need to complete a different form, called the Minor 

Assent to Participate in Research Form and your parents need to agree for you to 
participate by filling out the Parental Permission for a Minor to Participate in Research 
form.  THIS IS THE YELLOW PACKET.  If you want to participate, bring this back 
when signed by your parents or guardians, along with the survey in the next two days.”   

• {Please distribute Minor Assent to Participate in Research form and Parental 
Permission for a Minor to Participate in Research form. to students under 18.  Ask 
students to return both forms to you once their parents have signed the additional form} 

Checklist for Teacher: 
 

1. 
 
Read above script to students 

 
2. 

FOR STUDENTS 18 YEARS OF AGE OR OLDER: Distribute the green copies to 
them.  Students can complete the survey & sign the attached assent form. Please 
collect these today.  

 
3. 

FOR STUDENTS UNDER 18 YEARS OF AGE:  Ask them to complete the yellow 
survey, but they should take the permission slip home to be signed by their parents 
and bring back the next day.   
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Appendix D 

 

San Francisco State University 
Minor Assent to Participate in Research  

 
Title of Research: First Generation High School Students of Color: 

Easing Transitions to Community Colleges 
Purpose of Research 
My name is Laurie Scolari.  I am a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership Program in the 
College of Education at San Francisco State University conducting research for a dissertation.  I 
am conducting a research study about high school students’ perceptions of the types of support 
they are receiving in applying for college.  I am inviting you to participate in the research because 
you are a high school student in San Francisco Unified School District. 
Research Procedures 
If you agree to participate, I will ask you to complete a survey that will take 10 minutes of your 
time. You will complete the survey in your classroom.   
Risks 
The only risk to you is a possible loss of privacy.  To protect your privacy, I will survey results in 
a locked cabinet in a secure location to ensure the confidentiality of the data.  I will not use your 
name or any other identifying information in the research reports.  Any data kept on a computer 
will be on an encrypted document on a password-protected computer.  At the end of the study, I 
will destroy the surveys. 
Benefits 
There is no direct benefit to you for taking part in the research.  
Costs and Compensation 
There will be no costs to you and you will not be paid for participation. 
You have been given a copy of this consent to keep.  If you have any questions about the research 
you may contact me at lscolari@ccsf.edu, or you may contact my advisor, Professor Barbara 
Henderson, Ph.D. at barbarah@sfsu.edu, or Human and Animal Protections at protocol@sfsu.edu 
or 415-338-1093. 
Please note that participation in research is voluntary and will not affect your grade in any way.  
You may answer only those questions you want to answer, and you may stop participating at any 
point in the process with no penalty. Your decision whether or not to participate in this research 
study will have no influence on your present or future status at San Francisco State University or 
at San Francisco Unified School District. 
 
Participant’s Name _____________________________________ 
 
Participants Signature ______________________________  Date ________ 

Researcher’s Signature ______________________________ Date ________ 
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Appendix E 

 

 

San Francisco State University 
Parental Permission for a Minor to Participate in Research 

First Generation High School Students of Color: 
Easing Transitions to Community College 

 
A.  PURPOSE AND BACKGROUND 
 
My name is Laurie Scolari. I am a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership 
Program in the College of Education at San Francisco State University conducting 
research for a dissertation.  I am conducting a research study about high school students’ 
perceptions of the types of support they are receiving in applying for college.  I am 
inviting your child to take part in the research because he/she is a high school student in 
San Francisco Unified School District. 
 
B.  PROCEDURES   
If you agree to let your child participate in this research study, the following will occur:   

• Your child will be asked to complete a survey 
• This will take place in their regular classroom as part of their scheduled curriculum 

during English class 
• The survey will take 10 minutes of their time  

 
C.  RISKS  
There is a risk of loss of privacy, which the researcher will reduce by not using any real 
names or other identifiers on the survey or in the written report.  
D.  CONFIDENTIALITY 
Participants’ names will not be collected and not mentioned in the dissertation or any 
drafts. All data collected for this study will be stored in a locked cabinet inside of 
researchers’ office located at City College of San Francisco.  Any data kept on a 
computer will be on an encrypted document on a password-protected computer.  All 
surveys will be destroyed at the end of the study.   
 
E.  DIRECT BENEFITS    
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There are no direct benefits for your child’s participation in this project. 
   
 F.  COSTS   
There will be no costs for your child’s participation in this project.   
G.  COMPENSATION  
There will be no compensation for participation in this project. 
  
H.  ALTERNATIVES   
The alternative is not to participate. 
 
I.  QUESTIONS 
If applicable, you have spoken with (Laurie Scolari) about this study and have had your 
questions answered.  If you have any further questions about the study, you may contact 
the researcher by email at lscolari@ccsf.edu or you may contact the researcher’s advisor, 
Professor Barbara Henderson, Ph.D. at barbarah@sfsu.edu. 
 
Questions about your child’s rights as a study participant, or comments or complaints 
about the study also may be addressed to the Office of Human and Animal Protections at 
San Francisco State University, at 415-338-1093 or protocol@sfsu.edu.  
 
J.  CONSENT 
You have been given a copy of this consent form to keep. PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
RESEARCH STUDY IS VOLUNTARY.  You are free to decline to have your child 
participate in this research study.  You may withdraw your child’s participation at any 
point without penalty. Your decision whether or not to participate in this research study 
will have no influence on your or your child’s grade and will have no influence on their 
present or future status at San Francisco State University or at San Francisco Unified 
School District. 
  
Child’s Name _______________________________________________ 
 
 
Signature   ___________________________        Date  __________ 
   Parent 
 
Signature  ____________________________  Date  __________ 
   Researcher 
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Appendix F 

 

 
San Francisco State University 

Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study 
 

First Generation High School Students of Color: 
Easing Transitions to Community Colleges 

 
A. Purpose & Background 

 
The purpose of this research study is to learn how community colleges and high schools can 
improve the transition for first-generation high school students of color to the community college.   
   
The researcher, Laurie Scolari, is a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership Program in the 
College of Education at San Francisco State University conducting research for a dissertation.   
 
You are being asked to participate in this study because you are a student at City College of San 
Francisco. 
 

B. Procedures 
If you agree to participate in this research study, the following will occur: 

• You will participate in a 2-hour discussion about your experience transitioning from high school 
to college and the types of college planning supports you received.   

• The focus group will be audio taped to ensure accuracy in reporting your statements. 
• Your name will not be documented on the audiotapes or transcripts.  The researcher will use a 

code in place of your name for privacy purposes. 
• The interview will take place in a classroom at City College of San Francisco. 
• Total time commitment will be 2 hours. 

 
C. Risks 

 
There is a risk of loss of privacy. However, no names or identities will be used in any published 
reports of the research. Only the researcher will have access to the research data. If there is a risk 
of discomfort or anxiety due to the nature of the questions asked, the participant can answer only 
those questions he/she chooses to answer, and can stop participation in the focus group at any 
time. 
  
Also, because focus groups include discussion of personal opinions, extra measures will be taken 
to protect each participant’s privacy. The researcher will begin the focus group by asking the 
participants to agree to the importance of keeping information discussed in the focus group 
confidential. She will then ask each participant to verbally agree to keep everything discussed in 
the room is confidential, and will remind them at the end of the group not to discuss the material 
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outside.  Only the researcher will have access to the data collected. Any tapes and transcripts of 
the focus group will be destroyed after one year or at the end of the study. 
 
D.  Confidentiality 

 
Participants’ names will be hidden and not mentioned in the dissertation or any drafts. 
All data collected for this study will be stored in a locked cabinet inside of researchers’ office 
located at City College of San Francisco.  Any data kept on a computer will be on an encrypted 
document on a password-protected computer.  All audiotapes will be destroyed at the end of the 
study. 
  
E. Direct Benefits 
There will be no direct benefits to the participant. 
 
F.  Costs 
There will be no cost to you for participating in this research. 
 
G.   Compensation 
Compensation for participating in this research will be $15.00. 
 
H.   Alternatives 

The alternative is not to participate in the research. 
 
I.  Questions 
If applicable, you have spoken with (Laurie Scolari) about this study and have had your questions 
answered.  If you have any further questions about the study, you may contact the researcher by 
email at lscolari@ccsf.edu or you may contact the researcher’s advisor, Professor Barbara 
Henderson, Ph.D. at barbarah@sfsu.edu. 
 
Questions about your rights as a study participant, or comments or complaints about the study, 
may also be addressed to Human and Animal Protections at 415: 338-1093 or protocol@sfsu.edu.  
 
J.  Consent 
You have been given a copy of this consent form to keep. PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY.  You are free to decline to participate in this research study, or 
to withdraw your participation at any point, without penalty.  Your decision whether or not to 
participate in this research study will have no influence on your present or future status at San 
Francisco State University or at City College of San Francisco. 
 
Signature _____________________________  Date: _________ 
                      Research Participant      
 
Signature _____________________________  Date: _________ 
        Researcher
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Appendix G 

 

 
Attention City College of San Francisco Students 

You are invited to Participate in a San Francisco State University Research Study 

Who?  We are looking for students who  

• Attended a San Francisco Unified School District high school and now attend 
City College and are 18 years or older 

• Are the first in your immediate family (mother and father) to attend college  
• Identify as African American, Latino, Pacific Islander, Filipino or Asian. 

What?  A researcher from San Francisco State University is conducting a study on 
the topic of students of color who are the first in their families to go to college and 
how institutions can make their transition to the community college easier.  If 
selected to participate, you will participate in a 2‐hour focus group with 10 other 
students.  With your CCSF peers, you will discuss your experience transitioning from 
San Francisco Unified to CCSF.  For participating in the focus group, you will receive 
a $15 visa gift card at the end of the focus group.  Food will also be served.   

When?  Two focus groups will be held, each with 10 students.  Tentative dates for 
the focus groups are Wednesday October 26th at 5‐7 PM OR Thursday October 27th 
at 4‐6 PM.  If you are interested but cannot make these times, please contact the 
number below for a possible alternate date.   

Where?  Focus groups will take place at the Ocean campus at CCSF in the Multi‐Use 
Building (MUB), room 39 (mezzanine conference room).   

If interested in participating, please contact researcher,  
Laurie Scolari at XXXXXXXXXX or at lscolari@ccsf.edu 

 

 
 


