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ABSTRACT 

Access to a college education began in the mid-20th century, spurred in part by the 

Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (most commonly referred to as the G. I. Bill), 

exponentially expanded the number of students matriculating at American colleges and 

universities.  In addition to providing increased access to higher education to a population 

of Americans who had not previously had access to higher education, it led to a paradigm 

shift regarding the belief of the importance of a college education for a broader portion of 

the population.   The resulting surge of new college students who may or may not have 

previously considered themselves to be part of the market for higher education changed 

the structure and administration of U. S. universities; this burgeoning population created 

a need to understand the mechanics behind a prospective undergraduate’s college choice 

process.  While the research on the undergraduate college choice process has evolved to 

match the scope and complexity of today’s universities and the diverse populations that 

they serve, little research has been directed to the college choice process for prospective 

graduate students, the U. S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics research (U. S. Bureau of 

Labor and Statistics, 2014) that indicates that individuals with advanced degrees tend to 

have both higher salaries, higher starting salaries, increased lifetime earnings (U. S. 

Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 2014), and lower rates of unemployment.  Beyond this, 

individuals with graduate degrees have abilities that can be utilized to contribute to their 

communities: their increased salaries support increased tax revenues, and they have the 

potential to contribute to leadership that increases the community’s quality of life in 

general.   
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The central purpose of this dissertation was to examine the multitude of factors 

that motivate a prospective graduate student in his or her college choice process. 

In order to explore college choice for prospective graduate students in a way to 

generate thick and rich narratives, qualitative research methodology was utilized with 

sixteen currently enrolled juniors and seniors participants who self-identified as 

prospective graduate students.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 College choice at any level is a comparatively recent addition to the institutional 

and public policy discussions surrounding higher education.  Before 1940, a college 

education was primarily the provenance of a select population of socially elite, and most 

Americans did not feel that universal access to a college education was important (Kinzie 

et al., 2004).  While there were some exceptions, the majority of college students were 

white males from the upper and middle-class families (Rudolph, 1990).  Access to higher 

education changed radically in a very short period of time.   Thelin (2004) tells us that 

between 1940 and 1950, total college student enrollment ballooned by about 80%, “this 

was in large measure a sign of recognition by government agencies and the American 

public that higher education had been effective and engaged during World War II” (p. 

262); the government believed that higher education held at least part of the key to 

building a flourishing post-WWII economy and society.  “Ultimately, higher education 

gained sustained state government support combined with federal commitment to 

advanced research and access to higher education” (p. 262) that had not previously been 

available.  Some of this increased access came from the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, 

popularly referred to as the GI Bill, which Congress passed in 1944, and “by the fall of 

1945, eighty-eight thousand veterans had applied and been accepted for participation.  By 

1946, GI Bill college enrollments had surpassed one million” (p. 263).   

 This surge of new college students who may or may not have ever considered 

themselves to be part of the market for higher education changed the structure and 

administration of U. S. universities.  Thelin (2004) notes that admissions processes had to 
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be expedited and began “to make increased use of standardized testing for both 

admissions and placement decisions” (p. 265), and by the mid-1950s, the implementation 

of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) helped to facilitate and streamline the processing 

the vast numbers of applications (p. 302).  Thelin (2004) makes the case that part of the 

reason that the GI Bill was so popular was that for the first time, universities deliberately 

started marketing higher education to veterans.  “Harvard, for example, anticipated the 

postwar changes by initiating a vigorous advertisement and recruitment program among 

overseas servicemen before the war ended” (p. 263).   

Access to Higher Education Continues to Expand 

 The GI Bill not only provided increased access to higher education, but it 

expanded the conversation about who should have access to higher education.  Kinzie et 

al., (2004) wrote that “the success of veterans, most of whom were nontraditional-age 

students, shifted public thinking about who should go to college and raised questions 

about equity and access to post-secondary education” (p. 9).  Among the factors that 

promoted the enhanced access to higher education were: the 1957 National Defense 

Education Act which encouraged math and science education with financial inducements 

(United States Senate, 2014); the post-World War II “baby boom”; the Civil Rights 

movement of 1960s; the increased availability of financial aid that was facilitated by the 

Higher Education Act of 1964 (United States Department of Justice, 2015); and the Title 

IX  of the Higher Education Act (1972) (United States Department of Justice, 2015).  

Partially because the expanded access and increased availability of federal financial aid, 

this time period also marks a golden age for the middle class, and a college education was 
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increasingly considered what Kinzie et al., describe as being “the ticket to a white-collar 

job and a middle-class lifestyle” (p. 15).   

The College Choice Process 

 Historically, research about the college choice process has focused on the issue 

from a sociological, psychological, and economic perspective (e.g., Bergerson, 2009; 

Paulsen 1990).  Litten (1982) elaborates, “initial interest came from sociologists who 

were examining processes of social mobility and occupational attainment and from 

economists who were concerned with public policy in an area that involved enormous 

numbers of people and amounts of public funds” (p. 383).  Litten notes that social 

scientists also find college choice to be a compelling process to explore because of the 

high level of complexity and importance of the college choice decision.  

The Evolving Characterizations of Doctoral Granting Universities  

 Higher education in the U. S. has continued to rapidly evolve in its scope and 

complexity, and as it has evolved, the terminology used to categorize universities has 

been updated in order to become more descriptive in recent years.  In 2005, the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (Carnegie Classification of Institutions of 

Higher Education, 2014). updated its system of classifications in an attempt to reflect the 

increasing complexity of U. S. higher education.  As the Carnegie Foundation notes on 

their website: “when the Carnegie Classification was created in 1970, there were about 

2,800 U.S. colleges and universities (Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher 

Education, 2014).  Today there are more than 4,500.”  The Carnegie Foundation updated 

their classification system with the expectation that “by introducing a new set of 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

4 

classifications we hope to call attention to the range of ways that institutions resemble 

and differ from one another and also to de-emphasize the improper use of the 

classification as informal quality touchstone” (Carnegie Classification of Institutions of 

Higher Education, 2014).The Carnegie Foundation has also separated the different 

objectives of undergraduate programs and graduate programs within the same institution, 

instead of lumping them together as had been the case with the previous classification 

system.  For example, the institution of higher education from which the research 

participants originated had originally been classified as a Doctoral Research Extensive 

University; now it’s undergraduate instructional program has been classified as 

“Prof+A&S/HGC: Professions plus arts & sciences, high graduate coexistence” and the 

graduate instructional program at this university has been reclassified as 

“CompDoc/NMedVet: Comprehensive doctoral (no medical/veterinary)” (Carnegie 

Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, 2015).  The Carnegie Foundation’s 

decision to separate the categories of the educational opportunities that are available at 

the undergraduate level from those that are available at the graduate level could be 

interpreted as a sign that the factors that are important to prospective undergraduates and 

those that are important to prospective graduate students are dramatically different.  

Origin of the Study 

 My interest in the complexities of graduate student college choice began when I 

began my position as Coordinator for Graduate Student Recruiting in 2003 at a public 

national research extensive university.  As soon as I began working in this capacity, I was 

inundated with sales calls for software and services that would help the university to 

market its graduate programs to students.  I was astonished to realize how many 
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companies were in the business of promoting graduate education to prospective graduate 

students.  As I began to investigate their backgrounds more thoroughly I also began to 

realize the great risk that was involved in aligning ourselves with a potentially 

disreputable organization or the futility of investing a part of our limited recruiting 

budget in services that could potentially fall short in connecting with prospective 

graduate students.  I cannot possibly estimate the number of times in the past twelve 

years that I have asked the representative for a website designed to help prospective 

graduate students narrow down their options for what might be the best graduate program 

for their academic and career goals, “can you tell me how you promote your services to 

prospective graduate students” only to be met with vague replies about how prospective 

students would find them on Facebook.  Further questions regarding return on investment 

tend to yield either evasion or projections that appear to be inflated when I have asked 

other colleagues about their experiences with the company and the results they have 

received. 

 As my career has progressed, and I have had the opportunity to network with 

colleagues at other universities across the state and across the nation through recruiting 

events and professional conferences.  I have also begun to understand the alarming 

amount that graduate student recruiting relies on habit, conjecture, and fads with little to 

no research to back up the efficacy of the activities or services.  The ability to track 

prospective graduate students as well as the ability to measure which activities have the 

highest yield is beginning to improve, and I am beginning to learn more about how 

prospective graduate students respond to the various interactions, including campus 

visits, recruitment travel, email marketing campaigns, the purchase of the names 
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Graduate Record Exam (GRE) takers, to name a few recruiting activities while at the 

same time still being handicapped by comparatively limited information.  There has been 

a robust and expansive body of research on the college choice process for prospective 

undergraduate students, and the same cannot be said for the process for prospective 

graduate students (Kallio, 1995).  Beyond this, these preliminary studies have generally 

dealt with small samples and “few of these studies report results based on multivariate 

analysis” (p. 111).  Kallio succinctly sums up my professional experiences with research 

in the area of graduate student college choice saying, “in general, then, the existing 

literature is still very limited in its ability to provide a broad and comprehensive 

understanding of the college choice decisions of graduate students.  Furthermore there 

has not evolved at the graduate-level working hypotheses or theories regarding the 

enrollment decision process” (p. 111).  I have also discovered through my research and 

through my informal conversations with prospective, current, and former graduate 

students how idiosyncratic the college choice practice may be. 

Problem Statement 

While the current trend in college choice research is moving toward studying 

micro populations within the larger prospective student population, far less of the 

research has focused on the college choice process for prospective graduate students.  

Bergerson (2009) notes that the models that were prevalent in the 1980s and early 1990s 

have enabled researchers to determine and quantify the factors that are significant to 

prospective students as they go through their college choice process.   
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 Since there is limited literature that addresses the college choice process as it 

relates to graduate students, a qualitative study is needed to investigate how the college 

choice process for prospective graduate students compares to our current understanding 

of the college choice process of prospective undergraduate students.  I have elected to use 

Litten’s 1982 college choice model to guide my inquiry.  In addition to Litten’s (1982) 

model, this study was also guided by the work of Bandura (1997) and Kallio (1995).   

Research Questions 

This study seeks to begin to fill the gap in the literature by studying currently 

enrolled undergraduate students who are interested in pursuing graduate education to 

understand how they proceed through their information collection and decision-making 

process.  During the course of this study, I interviewed sixteen juniors and seniors who 

were enrolled at a public Comprehensive Doctoral University and who were considering 

pursuing a graduate degree.    

The research questions that direct this study were:   

1) How does a currently enrolled undergraduate student decide to pursue 

a graduate degree instead of pursuing a career?   

2) What role does a student’s perceived self-efficacy play in the decision to attend 

graduate school?   

3) How does a student’s prior experiences with higher education influence his or 

her decision-making process?   
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4) What strategies does a prospective graduate student use when evaluating the 

various traits and characteristics of potential universities and graduate degree programs? 

Population Studied 

  This study was comprised of sixteen participants who were currently enrolled 

juniors and seniors who were considering pursuing a graduate degree.  Thirteen of the 

participants participated in individual face-to-face interviews, and three of the 

participants were enrolled in online undergraduate degree programs and requested that 

they participate by responding to the Interview Protocol (Appendix E) via email.  I then 

transcribed the interviews and sent the transcripts to the participants so that they could 

confirm that the information provided an accurate picture of their experiences in the 

graduate college choice process.  I then scheduled follow-up interviews with the 

participants to clarify questions that had emerged as I reflected on the interviews.  Ten of 

the participants from the face-to-face interviews participated in the individual follow-up 

interviews, and the three participants who were enrolled in online classes responded to 

follow-up questions via email.  While none of the questions in the interviews had the 

potential to be embarrassing or incriminating, participants were assigned pseudonyms to 

ensure confidentiality.  Details about the universities that the interview participants were 

considering was also masked to further ensure participant confidentiality.   

Theoretical and Contextual Framework 

Bandura’s Theory of Self-Efficacy 

 The desire to pursue graduate education is a decision that has a profound impact 

on all aspects of the prospective graduate student’s life and strong sense of personal 
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efficacy may empower an individual who is preparing to undertake such an endeavor.  

Bandura (1995) writes that: 

People motivate themselves and guide their actions anticipatorily by the exercise 

of forethought.  They form beliefs about what they can do.  They anticipate likely 

outcomes of prospective actions.  They set goals for themselves and plan courses 

of action designed to realize valued futures.  They mobilize the resources at their 

command and the level of effort needed to succeed. (p. 6) 

Moreover, Bandura goes on to write, “efficacy beliefs contribute to motivation in several 

ways: they determine the goals people set for themselves, how long they persevere in the 

face of difficulties, and their resilience to failures” (p. 8).   

If an undergraduate student does not have a solid sense of efficacy as a student 

and scholar, that student may not be motivated to consider graduate education.  Bandura 

(1995) writes that “efficacy beliefs play a vital role in the development of self-directed 

life-long learners.  Students’ belief in their capabilities to master academic activities 

affects their aspirations, level of interest in intellectual pursuits, academic 

accomplishments, and how well they prepare themselves for different occupational 

careers” (p. 17).  Bandura (1986) also ties a robust sense of self-efficacy to helping 

individuals to overcome self-doubts as well as helping individuals to persevere in the face 

of skepticism from family and friends (p. 432-433); this may be especially important for 

prospective graduate students who do not come from families with a history of higher 

education or for students who do not fit the typical racial and/or gender profile for 

individuals in their field. 
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Social Constructivist Theoretical Perspective 

 The college choice process for prospective graduate students does not manifest 

itself in a single prescribed way; in fact, the initial stages of the process tend to be quite 

idiosyncratic and unique to the individual student.  Therefore, I have approached this 

study from a social constructivist theoretical perspective.  Creswell (2007) describes the 

process of constructivist research as focusing on the process of studying the way in which 

individuals derive meaning from their experiences.  “These meanings are varied and 

multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than narrow 

the meanings into a few categories or ideas.  The goal of the research, then, is to rely as 

much as possible on the participants’ view of the situation” (p. 20).  The research design 

for this study was an ethnographic inquiry into the process of juniors and seniors who 

have a shared campus culture as they proceed through their graduate college choice 

process.  I interviewed a population of sixteen juniors and seniors who were currently 

enrolled undergraduates who were considering the possibility of pursuing graduate 

education.   

Definition of Terms 

The following terms and definitions are utilized in this study. 

College Choice:  The process by which a student evaluates information from a variety of 

sources with the purpose of making the decision to enroll in a college or university. 

CompDoc/NMedVet: Comprehensive doctoral (no medical/veterinary):  These 

institutions awarded research doctorate degrees in the humanities, social sciences, and 

STEM fields. They also offer professional education in fields such as business, education, 
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engineering, law, public policy, social work, or health professions other than medicine, 

dentistry, or veterinary medicine. (Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher 

Education, 2015). 

Doctoral Research Extensive University: Defined by the Carnegie Commission on 

Higher Education as a doctoral degree granting university that awards doctorates in at 

least 15 disciplines.  This definition was changed in 2005 to more effectively reflect the 

complexities of the American system of colleges and universities (Carnegie Classification 

of Institutions of Higher Education, 2014). 

Ethnographic Inquiry:  Ethnographic research is described as a qualitative research 

design where the researcher examines the behaviors of members of a group that shares a 

culture.  While ethnography has its roots in cultural anthropology and was originally used 

to describe the study of tribal culture, Creswell (2007) notes that the definition has 

expanded to include schools, given that schools also frequently exhibit the characteristics 

of shared traditions, values, theoretical orientation, and aims. 

Graduate Education in the U.S.: The U.S. Department of Education (CGS, 2015) has 

historically defined graduate education as being Master’s degrees and Doctoral degrees 

that fall under the domain of a university’s graduate school.  Other degrees, including but 

not limited to: Law (L.L.B., J.D.), Medicine (M.D.), and Pharmacy (Pharm.D.) are not 

reflected in the U.S. Department of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 

System (IPEDS) data on post baccalaureate education.  Degrees such as the J.D. and 

M.D. have traditionally been regarded as being entirely separate from research and 

scholarship-based doctoral degrees. 
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Perceived Self-efficacy:  Bandura (1986) defines this concept as, “people’s judgments of 

their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated 

types of performances.  It is concerned not with the skills one has but with judgements of 

what one can do with whatever skills one possesses” (p. 391). 

Prof+A&S/HGC: Professions plus arts & sciences, high graduate coexistence:  60–

79 percent of bachelor’s degree majors were in professional fields, and graduate degrees 

were observed in at least half of the fields corresponding to undergraduate majors 

(Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, 2015). 

Prospective Graduate Student:  A prospective graduate student is an individual who 

has completed a baccalaureate degree or who is in the process of completing a 

baccalaureate degree and who is considering enrolling in a master’s or doctoral degree 

program. 

Social constructivism:  Creswell (2007) describes the social-constructivist worldview as 

being one where individuals strive to create meaning out of the world based on their 

interactions with others and their personal experiences.  These meanings are subjective 

and are varied based on said experiences and understanding.  “These meanings are varied 

and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than 

narrow the meaning into a few categories or ideas” (p. 20).  Social constructivist 

researchers seek to discern patterns of interactions based on current and previous 

interactions.  “The researcher’s intent, then, is to make sense (or interpret) the meanings 

others have about the world” (p. 21). 

STEM:  Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics. 
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Scope and Limitations 

 Like any research approach, qualitative ethnographic research has certain inherent 

limitations.  As Creswell (2007) establishes, qualitative inquiry is subject to the 

interpretation of the researcher herself, “the researchers make an interpretation of what 

they find, an interpretation shaped by their own experiences and background” (p. 21).  As 

I interpret the observations through the lens of my personal experiences, I bring my 

values and personal interpretations to the table.  Maxwell (1992) writes: “as observers 

and interpreters of the world, we are inevitably part of it; we cannot step outside our own 

experience to obtain some observer-independent account of what we experience” (p. 

283).  I am an avid believer in the transformative power of graduate education, and I 

believe that it is among the best investments in terms of time and money that a person 

may make to improve his or her life; more of my friends and family members have 

chosen to pursue graduate education than have not.   

Guba and Lincoln (1982) the  Beyond my personal experiences with higher 

education, I have worked as the Coordinator for Graduate Student Recruiting for twelve 

years in the Graduate School at a public, Comprehensive Doctoral University and have 

spoken to and corresponded with hundreds of prospective graduate students in this period 

of time about the application process for graduate school and have worked to help 

prospective graduate students from a wide range of educational, economic, and cultural 

backgrounds to connect with graduate programs in their areas of interest.  My 

experiences working with prospective graduate students help me to understand the 

nuances of the college choice process; it has also afforded me with the opportunity to 

develop an understanding of the questions and concerns that prospective graduate 
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students have about their ambitions and aspirations regarding post-graduate education.   I 

have learned that while there are a number of questions and issues that are common to 

most prospective graduate students, each individual brings in his or her own unique 

background and personal circumstances.  Over the years, I have learned not to make 

assumptions about what a prospective graduate student’s questions might be or prior 

experiences have been. Moreover, I have learned that each student brings a unique 

perspective and set of experiences to their college choice process. 

 A second limitation is the limited ability to make broad statistical generalizations 

based on the findings from this study.  While this study is designed to help guide future 

research by providing a clearer picture of the often interrelated issues and components of 

students’ lives that shapes their college choice process, the results do not provide a 

comprehensive picture of the college choice for all undergraduate students embarking on 

the college choice process.   

Summary 

 While there are certain commonalities shared among prospective undergraduate 

and prospective graduate students, the needs and requirements of the members of these 

two populations appear to be different.  One of the key factors that makes the college 

choice process different for prospective graduate students than from that of prospective 

undergraduates is that they have the benefit of their first-hand experiences with college 

and university attendance, and are therefore more cognizant of what appeals to them in an 

institution.  There are a variety of factors that motivate a person to pursue a Master’s or 

Doctoral degree, and this study endeavors to explore these factors among its participants 
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and to contribute to the existing body of literature regarding graduate student college 

choice.  Of particular interest is the way prospective graduate students proceed through 

their information collection and decision-making process as well as learning about their 

sources of internal and external motivation.  In order to do this, I conducted initial 

interviews with sixteen prospective graduate students, and follow-up interviews with 

thirteen of the original population. 

Description of the Chapters 

 Chapter I provides an initial framework of the twentieth century legislative trends 

that greatly expanded access to higher education in the U. S. than had ever before, and 

thus providing an introduction into the study of college choice.  Chapter I also details the 

theoretical framework that guides this study and describes the researcher’s personal 

experience with the study of graduate student college choice; this chapter also defines 

some of key terms relating to college choice research, details the problem statement, and 

establishes the scope and limitations of the study.  Chapter II provides a description of the 

relevant literature on the subject of college choice as well as a comparison of several of 

the college choice models that have guided researchers.  In chapter III, the methodology 

used to conduct the study is described, the universities that are most frequently cited by 

the participants are described, and the participants are introduced.  In chapter IV, I 

explore the responses of the undergraduate student participants and seek to examine the 

common themes in their responses and relate their responses to the interview questions, 

examine how their responses evolved from the first interview to the follow-up interview, 

and discuss possible motivations.  Chapter V examines participant responses to the trends 

from the literature.  In chapter V, I conclude by reviewing my personal framework with 
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the topic of graduate student college choice; restate the problem and revisit the research 

questions; review the theoretical framework, methodology for the study, and the findings; 

discuss the findings, and consider the implications for future research and the 

recommendations for higher education based on the results of the study.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 The study of the college choice process for prospective graduate students is a 

comparatively recent addition to the plethora of sociological, economic, and public policy 

issues that define U. S. higher education according to the National Center for Educational 

Statistics (NCES) publication, 120 Years of American Education: A Statistical Portrait 

(1993), prior to the 20th century, access to higher education had been characterized by 

economic and social prestige, of belonging to an exclusive segment of U. S. society that 

consisted primarily of white males from prosperous families.  The families of these 

young people viewed their choice of universities as being highly consequential, a 

launching point from which the rest of their futures would emerge: 

For college-goers, who at this time were primarily the children of affluent 

families, college selection was considered the blueprint that helped determine the 

course of their adult lives.  College was important in terms of establishing oneself 

in a particular career path.  College was also seen as a place to meet a mate and 

select a life partner, this was especially true for young women in the period… 

Consequently, choosing a college was not only about selecting where one would 

spend four years; it was about selecting one’s life path. ( Kinzie, Palmer, Hayek, 

Hossler, Jacob, & Cummings, 2004, p. 6).  

While many of these affluent families had a legacy of post-secondary education to guide 

their choices, this tradition of scholarship was not an advantage that was afforded to the 

emerging group of college-bound students.  Thelin (2004) describes access to a college 
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education as being something to which a self-made man who had not been to college 

himself would have for “his sons to have the shared campus experience that would 

position them to associate with young men from established, educated families” (p. 155).  

Thelin elaborates that: 

College-going was rising in popularity, for several reasons.  It was a means of 

socioeconomic mobility and hence an experience coveted by an increasing 

number of adolescents.  In addition to increasing earning power, a bachelor’s 

degree was perceived as a way for a nouveau riche family to gain social standing. 

(p. 155) 

One might postulate that these newly wealthy families who were beginning to open up 

the U. S. cultural familiarity with and access to post-secondary education were influenced 

in their college choice processes by decisions made by the prominent and educated 

families that proceed them. 

Access to Higher Education Begins to Expand 

While access to higher education was beginning to expand, between 1910 and 

1920 and “college enrollment represented less than 5 percent of the U. S.  population of 

eighteen to twenty-two year olds” (NCES, 2015).  Findings from the NCES attribute this 

expansion at least in part to population growth:  

Enrollment growth [in higher education] accelerated in the first 30 years of the 

20th century, driven by population growth and continuing rises in participation 

rates [of secondary education].  Between 1899-1900 and 1909-1910, enrollment 

rose by 50 percent. In the following decade, enrollment rose by 68 percent, and 
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between 1919-20 and 1929-30, enrollment rose by 84 percent.  During these 30 

years, the ratio of college students to eighteen to twenty-four year olds rose from 

2 to 7 per 100.  (NCES, 2015) 

At this time, access to higher education had come to include populations that had not 

previously had familial traditions of attending college.  As a result, these groups did not 

have a clear understanding of how to choose the best college or university to meet their 

expectations of collegiate life and their goals for pursuing a Bachelor’s degree.  Kenzie, 

et al. (2004) note that students and their families would rely on things like sports teams, 

having a positive encounter with a dignitary at the institution, or feeling that the campus 

was attractive and inviting.  While these factors are superficially positive, campus design 

and football teams are not indicative of academic quality or of the sense that the 

programs offered will help the prospective student meet his or her goals. 

These choices were understandably uninformed, as there was a dearth of 

publically available resources available to inform students and no centralized system for 

comparing the merits of one institution against another.  Holland (1958) observed that 

students appeared to be unaware of the need to do extensive research on the institutions 

of higher education that they were considering and instead relied on factors like family 

influence, geographic proximity, anecdotal evidence of an intuition’s comparative 

prestige, and campus facilities.  Clearly this new population of college going students and 

their families did not understand the intricacies and the nuances of choosing an institution 

of higher education. 
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Paradigm Shifts in Access to Higher Education and Dramatic Expansion  

 Kenzie et al. (2004) note that despite the dramatic expansion of the university 

population, “prior to 1940, relatively few Americans believed that a college education 

should be available to anyone who wanted it and was willing to put in the effort 

necessary to earn a degree” (p. 8).  However attitudes toward higher education changed 

dramatically in the 1940s.  The NCES describes the collegiate climate thus:  

During the early 1940s, the enrollment of males dropped precipitiously as large 

numbers of young men went to fight World War II.  In 1943-44, about half of the 

students in colleges were women.  By the end of the 1940s, college enrollment 

was surging.  Large numbers of World War II veterans entered colleges assisted 

by such programs as the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act which provided 

education benefits.  In fall 1949, about 2.4 million students enrolled in colleges, 

or about 15 per 100 eighteen to twenty-four year olds. (p. 65). 

The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act or the G.I. Bill, as it is more commonly 

known, was signed into law on June 22, 1944, and (Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 

1944, ch. 268, 58 § 284) for the education of honorably discharged veterans who served 

in active duty for a minimum of 90 days beginning on or after September 16, 1940.  The 

bill primarily focused on veterans who were not older than 25 year of age at the time of 

entering into military service, with the premise being that the veteran had interrupted his 

education to assist with the war effort.  Under the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 

1944, the honorably discharged veteran had up to two years to enroll in an approved 

college, university, or other approved training institution that would grant him admission.  
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The veteran would be eligible for up to $500 per normal school year for tuition and fees 

to be paid to the university.  Additionally, he received a living allowance of $50 each 

month if he had no dependents and $75 each month if he had one or more dependent.  

Thelin (2004) contextualizes this saying, “translated into 2000 equivalent dollars, indexed 

for inflation, this was comparable to $4800 per year for tuition with a subsistence 

allowance of $489 per month for a single veteran and $734 per month for a married 

veteran” (p. 263).  The impact of this bill was not expected to be extensive, however: 

By the fall of 1945, eighty-eight thousand veterans had applied and been accepted 

for participation.  By 1946, G.I Bill enrollments surpassed one million…By 1950, 

of the fourteen million eligible veterans, more than two million, or 16 percent, had 

opted to enroll in postsecondary education as a part of the G.I. Bill. (Thelin, 2004) 

Indeed the G. I. Bill was successful in its mission of reducing post-World War II 

unemployment among the returning veterans, and at the same time it dramatically 

changed the face of the U. S.  college student by introducing a group of students who 

would likely have never had access to higher education.  It also introduced U. S. higher 

education to the concept of the nontraditional college student.   

Eckel and King (2004) describes the changes to U. S. higher education that were 

forged by the G. I. Bill as expanding and democratizing college education to become 

something that everyone in the U. S. could, and perhaps should, attain: 

Motivating this effort is a widespread belief in the power of education to create 

social and economic mobility and in the morality and social value of making 

higher education accessible to everyone.  Longitudinal data bear out public 
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perceptions: young people from low-income backgrounds who complete a 

bachelor’s degree have income and employment characteristics after graduation 

equivalent to their peers from more affluent backgrounds. (p. 16) 

Despite the optimistic view that a college degree was an equalizing force, Kenzie et al. 

(2004) remind us that remind us that the tradition of discrimination against minority 

groups, women, and the poor continued to persist. 

The U.S.  Turns to Higher Education and Access Continues to Expand 

 Thelin (2004) notes that the U. S. government turned to universities to help with 

the war effort during World War II, providing, “a hospitable setting for a variety of 

intense military training programs at hundreds of colleges” (p. 257) as well as utilizing 

faculty members who “demonstrated both expertise and a willingness to contribute that 

expertise to unprecedented wartime applications” (p. 258) ranging from linguistic 

expertise to nuanced understandings of complex historical and political climates to 

defense related projects, including but not limited to the development of the atomic 

bomb.  Just as U. S. universities were able to nimbly change their trajectories to focus 

their energies on the war effort, they were once again called upon a decade later toward 

the end of the 1950s when the Soviet Union launched Sputnik in 1957, and Congress 

passed the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) in 1958, which provided 

“unprecedented new resources into advanced scientific research.  Furthermore, the 

NDEA included provisions for training programs, including doctoral fellowships in such 

fields as Eastern European languages and other disciplines outside the usual boundaries 

of the natural and physical sciences” (p. 280).  The NDEA brought unprecedented access 
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to student loans, grants, and educational subsidies that further expanded access to higher 

education to students who would not have been able to otherwise fund a college 

education.   

Standardized Admissions Processes and Formalized Study of College Choice 
Emerges 

 As U. S. colleges and universities scrambled to adjust their physical campuses and 

to expand their administrative staffs to accommodate this sudden influx of new applicants 

and students, Kenzie, et al. (2004) write that the entrance requirements for admission to 

colleges and universities have become more standardized: 

By the mid-1950s, college entrance requirements had created  a fairly uniform 

prescription for admissions, which included a high school diploma, a minimum 

number of high school classes in certain subjects, high school rank, 

recommendations, personal interviews, and aptitude and achievement test scores 

[including the SAT exam, introduced by the College Board in 1901] and later the 

ACT in 1959]. (p. 11) 

As the process for admission to colleges and universities became more prescribed, a 

significant portion of the obstacles to admission to college was removed for students who 

may not have come from families with extensive backgrounds in higher education, and 

prospective college students were able to begin making more informed decisions about 

which university they would choose.  As students and their families began to be savvier 

about their decision-making processes, the study of the college choice process emerged, 

notably with the work of Holland, notably “Student Explanations of College Choice and 

Their Relation to College Popularity, College Productivity, and Sex Differences” (1958) 
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and “Determinants of College Choice” (1959).  Richards and Holland (1965) wrote that 

“students, parents, and educators need a more complete knowledge of the process that 

students use to select a college, and of the possible outcomes of different choices, for an 

appropriate choice may be critical for a student’s personal development and eventual 

achievement.”  Holland described his work as being a stepping stone to addressing the 

large issues of how students made their college choice decisions, looking for “typical 

explanations of, or influences on, the choice of a college could be organized into a few 

categories that could be easily interpreted” (1965).  Holland did not believe that college 

choice was the result of a single factor, but was instead the result of an assortment of 

components:   

The factors influencing college choice differed somewhat by student gender.  

Holland (1958) found that the most influential factor for both men and women in 

the selection of an institution was that it was considered to be a “good college” 

(53 percent of men and 47 percent of women provided this explanation).  Among 

women, academic reputation was deemed the next most important factor in 

college selection (29.3 percent of women provided this explanation). For men, the 

second most important factor was proximity to home (18 percent). (p. 13) 

At the same time, Holland also found that a number of the factors that influenced a 

prospective graduate student’s college choice process in the late 1950s that had been 

common at the turn of the century.  These included influences from family and friends, 

socioeconomic status, attitudes toward higher education, and familial educational 

background.  During this period, it also became “common for college representatives to 
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send letters of encouragement to candidates with outstanding scholastic records and other 

qualifications” (p. 13).   

More Extensive College Choice Research Emerges as the Collegiate Population 
Grows 

 While there had been limited examination of the process by which prospective 

university students and their families chose colleges and universities earlier in the 

twentieth century, Holland’s “Student Explanations of College Choice and Their Relation 

to College Popularity, College Productivity, and Sex Differences” (1958) and 

“Determinants of College Choice” (1959) marked a paradigm shift in the research 

regarding college choice.  This change in the method of researching college choice is 

attributed in part to the findings of Lovejoy and Lobsenz (1954) that asserted that “the 

wise parent helps his child to find out about college, offers his advice, and then keeps 

quiet.  Unless the youngster makes the final decision himself, he will never be truly 

happy in his college life” (p. 48).  This indicates a marked shift from the prevailing norms 

of the late 19th century and the pre-World War II era where college attendance was 

determined largely by familial tradition and status.  Holland’s work sought to explore the 

multifaceted nature of the college choice process.  To illustrate this point, Richards and 

Holland (1965) wrote that “students, parents, and educators need a more complete 

knowledge of the process that students use to select a college, and of the possible 

outcomes of different choices, for an appropriate choice may be critical for a student’s 

personal development and eventual achievement.”   

 As a college degree began to be seen as more of an essential qualification in the 

late 1960s and 1970s, Holland continued to expand his research, delving into trying to 
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determine the “typical explanations of, or influences on, the choice of a college could be 

organized into a few categories that could be easily interpreted” (1965).  Other studies, 

such as those by including Raley (1972), Carrington and Sedlacek (1975), Mundel 

(1974), and Lewis and Morrison (1975) built on the previous research to probe the factors 

that motivated prospective graduate students as they compared and contrasted the 

comparative merits of the different universities that they were considering in an attempt 

to determine what factors were more influential than others as they made this significant 

next step in their journey toward adulthood.  This evolution of thought regarding college 

choice was complimented by legislation that had as its objective the expansion of higher 

education to populations that had previously been underserved, including Title IV of the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 which prohibited “discrimination on the basis of race, color, 

sex, religion or national origin by public elementary and secondary schools and public 

institutions of higher learning” (United States Department of Justice, 2014).  Kenzie et al. 

(2004) note that the enrollment of African-American college students nearly tripled 

between 1966 and the late 1970s (p. 17), however Thelin (2004) paints a less optimistic 

picture of the experience of African-American college students, noting that they “often 

endured isolation, shunning, and sabotage, along with exclusion from ‘real college life’ 

and opportunity to participate in sports teams, dramatic productions, residence hall life, 

and dining commons” (p.  304). Because of this marginalization, college choice decisions 

for African-American high school graduates trended toward historically black colleges 

and universities (HBCUs) for undergraduate education, while “in many cases graduate 

and professional schools became the vanguard of black admission to historically off-

limits colleges and universities” (p. 304) until the early 1970s.  Draper (1976) confirms 
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that during this period “black students who went to college did not really have to go to 

any great lengths to decide what colleges they should attend and what they should 

consider in making choices.  They simply chose from the black institutions” (p. 2).   

Stagnation, Funding Cuts, and a Crisis of Public Perception 

 The late 1970s and early 1980s were described by Paulsen (1990) and others as 

marking significant and dramatic changes to the landscape in higher education.  

“Projections clearly indicated that the traditional college student cohort of 18 to 21 year 

olds would fall by 25 percent between the late 1970s and early 1990s. . . Potential 

students became consumers and flexed their newfound marketplace muscle.  Fears of 

cutbacks in important sources of student financial aid intensified as the 1970s came to an 

end” (p. iii).  Thelin (2004) attributes the cuts in funding as being the result of “legislative 

disgust” (p. 312) with the student dissent and protests of the late 1960s and early 1970s; 

in the forefront of this legislative movement were the governors of California and Ohio – 

Ronald Regan and James Rhodes, respectively – were prominent leaders in educational 

reform campaigns targeting universities and reigning in budgets, moves that proved to be 

popular with voters.  The result was higher university tuition that added a complicated 

facet to the college choice process, one that made prospective college students and their 

families question the nature of the increasingly significant financial investment that 

college enrollment required.  Thelin (2004) describes the conundrum thus:  

A college degree could bestow some measure of prestige and social reward to an 

individual without assuring affluence…. The essential social role [of a college 

education] was to provide certification and socialization into an upper-middle-
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class orbit…. One of the major, unprecedented problems colleges had inherited 

was how to help prosperous, successful American parents dealing with the 

alarming prospect that their children, despite high grades and SAT scores, might 

face downward mobility.  (p. 315) 

Amid fears that the halcyon period in higher education of the 1950s and early 

1960s had come to an abrupt end, Kinzie et al. (2004) notes that the higher education 

community began to rethink the processes and organizational processes and began to turn 

to the corporate world for “more sophisticated forecasting models” (p. 26).  Thelin (2004) 

noted that prior to the 1970s, few universities had devoted much time or attention to 

developing clear and specific mission statements, and the dramatic reduction in state 

funding and public esteem exposed a vagueness of purpose that had to be addressed.   

Geiger (1993) characterizes the period between 1969 to 1979 as one of being one 

of stagnation following the dynamism of the Sputnik era (p. 67) and as Americans began 

to question the competitiveness of U. S. industry in the global marketplace at the 

beginning of the technology boom, and once again began to look toward universities to 

lead the way (p. 68).  This period also ushered in a new level of public discernment as 

they made their choices with regards to higher education: “the clearest evidence of this 

was the strong demand for places at selective colleges and universities throughout the 

1980s” (p. 68).   In 1983, U. S. News and World Report published its first issue ranking 

universities, and while the ranking of universities based on their comparative merits was 

a practice that had been in place since the beginning of the twentieth century, the metric 
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provided by “U. S. News’ college issue ignited public interest in media-generated ratings 

and rankings as a proxy for the relative quality of colleges” (p. 26). 

The Comprehensive College Choice Model Emerges 

While research regarding the factors that influence a prospective college student’s 

choice process had been ongoing for decades, research into college choice began to 

intensify as the stakes became higher for both universities and for families.  Mundel (1974) 

summarized the main factors that influence students’ college choices.  These include: (1) 

the students’ own abilities, achievement, motivation and tastes; (2) costs of attending 

various institutions; and (3) family considerations such as income and parental education.  

Choy (2002) affirms that the continuing importance of these three factors in a ten year 

longitudinal study published twenty-eight years later.  Mundel found that college costs 

were an important factor, especially for lower-income students (p. 50).  Mundel (1974) 

goes on to discuss the levels of complexity that contribute to a prospective graduate 

student’s college choice process, first citing the lack of research that was available at the 

time, although one may assert that while this is no longer the case for undergraduate college 

choice research, it continues to be an issue for the graduate student college choice process 

(p. 50).  Mundel (1974) also notes that another source of complexity in the college choice 

process is that a student’s true preference may not be readily clear because the admissions 

policies of a particular university may preclude their attendance; that is to say that just 

because a student has selected a particular institution, does not necessarily mean that choice 

is a true reflection of the student’s decision making process.  It would seem that this would 

also be a notable factor for prospective graduate students who are engaged in their college 

choice process, particularly in programs that are highly competitive (p. 50).  Another 
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compelling issue that Mundel (1974) discusses that is particularly difficult to decipher is 

the value of assorted attributes to different individual prospective students: “a third source 

of complexity is that a particular college may have different attributes for different 

students” and that “program appeals may also vary among students” (p. 50).  While Mundel 

(1974) primarily addresses the college choice process for undergraduates, he also notes 

that, “clearly, program attributes are more important for graduate school decisions than for 

undergraduate college choices” (p. 50). 

Draper (1976) began to research the factors that influenced prospective African-

American students as universities began efforts to actively recruit students from this 

historically underrepresented population in his unpublished doctoral dissertation.   

Draper tried to understand how African-American students made their college 

choices.  He learned that the number of children in the family and the college 

attendance patterns of siblings had a bearing on the kinds of institutions students 

chose.  The more children in the family, the more likely a student would attend an 

in-state institution.  Additionally, more than 45 percent of African-American 

students reported that financial aid was an essential element of their college choice 

process.  (as cited in Kinzie, et al., p. 21) 

Indeed the function of the cost-benefit analysis cannot be underestimated in the college-

choice literature. Draper (1976) posits the question regarding one of the central dilemmas 

facing African-American high school students who were going through their college choice 

process thus: “does graduating from a predominately white [college or university] make a 

difference in regard to learning and earning power” (p. 4).  Draper (1976) goes on to 
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suggest that because recruiters from companies pay attention to the academic credentials 

of their job candidates that there were strong advantages to attending traditionally white 

universities, but at the same time many African-American students at the time were not 

being encouraged by the influential adults, such as their teachers and school counselors to 

consider these universities, despite the potential for greater versatility in the workforce and 

a greater potential earning power.  Catsiapis (1987) discusses the economic component of 

the college choice process thus: “enrollment at an institution of postsecondary education is 

viewed as an investment project to be evaluated on the basis of expected costs and benefits” 

(p. 34).   

 Just as the history of access to U. S. higher education has been a complex journey 

that has been shaped by a number of factors, including: public policy, economic 

vicissitudes, and social aspiration and expectation, the research on student college choice 

in the 1980s began to focus on intertwined nature of the economic, sociological, and 

psychological issues, rather than treating each of these factors as discrete components in a 

student’s college choice process.  Instead these issues and influences are profoundly 

intertwined.  Bergerson (2009) describes the research at the time thus: “the 1980s brought 

a focus on developing comprehensive models to explain students’ college choice 

processes” (p. 4).  

 One of the most influential figures in higher education marketing and recruiting is 

William Ihlaenfeldt.  His work, particularly his prospect to alumni enrollment funnel, 

continues to influence marketing in higher education 
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Figure 1: Ihlanfeldt (1980; p. 86) Prospect to Alumni Funnel 

Ihlanfeldt  (1980) asserted that an institution could expand its enrollment by expanding 

the number of prospects who were aware of the college or university and by gathering 

data on the prospective students with whom an institution maintained contact, both by 

face-to-face recruiting efforts and by purchasing student names from lists, including 

“obtaining various lists offered by the National Merit Scholarship Corporation, Student 

Search Service, and the Educational Opportunity Service programs” (Ihlanfeldt, 1980, p. 

87).  Both undergraduate and undergraduate admissions professionals currently purchase 

lists of names from the companies that administer the SAT, ACT, GRE, GMAT, and 

TOEFL tests.  These lists are generated by prospective undergraduate and graduate 

students who have indicated that they would like to be contacted by universities, and 

interested universities that seek to expand their prospective student pool in this manner 
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buy names and contact information from students whose test scores fall within certain 

parameters.  The argument is that by contacting prospective students who may fit the 

scholastic profile of the institution, students may begin to consider colleges and 

universities that they may not have otherwise considered as possible matches for their 

academic interests.   

Ihlanfeldt (1980) recommends that communication with the pool prospective 

students that have been gathered through direct and indirect contacts take place between 

fourteen to eighteen months before the student is planning to enroll in the college or 

university (p. 89), and as the prospective students indicate their level of interest by 

reciprocal communication with the college or university, the institution is able to better 

forecast their incoming class of students (p.89), moreover the focus on gathering data 

allows the college or university to tailor their recruitment efforts so that they may be able 

to reach the largest population of interested students in the most cost effective fashion.  

Ihlanfeldt (1980) asserts that “the more sophisticated the information about students from 

the various markets, such as academic interests, socioeconomic status, and religious 

background, the more accurate the assessment of probable from each of the yields” (p. 

89).   

Ihlanfeldt (1980) further proposes a marketing model to depict the direct and 

indirect influences that impact a prospective student’s college choice decisions: 
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Figure 2: Ihlanfeldt (1980; p. 129) Marketing Module to Prospective Students 

This model incorporates current students as being important components in a university’s 

recruitment strategy: “students who believe in their institution can be a strong adjunct to 

the marketing program.  They can help to organize information programs for candidates 

either on campus or in their home communities” (Ihlanfeldt, 1980, p. 128).  Ihlanfelt 

notes that some admissions offices employ current students to act as recruiters for the 

university but cautions that if said students are too strongly coached that will be identified 

by prospective students as inauthentic.  Ultimately the purpose of this model is to 

describe the complex web that connects the president and administrative staff of the 

university, as well as the university faculty, alumni, and current students as well as to 

illustrate the interconnected nature of influence that these constituencies have on a 

prospective undergraduate student’s college choice process.  This model also factors in 

the influences of parents, friends, and high school personnel on the prospective student’s 

choice process (Ihlanfeldt, 1980). 
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 Chapman (1981) addresses these factors and creates a college choice model 

which: 

suggests that student college choice is influenced by a set of student 

characteristics in combination with a series of external influences.  These external 

influences can be grouped into three general categories: (1) the influence of 

significant persons; (2) the fixed characteristics of the institution; and (3) the 

institutions own efforts to communicate with prospective students.  Both the 

student characteristics and the external influences contribute to, and in turn, are 

shaped by students’ generalized expectations of college life.  (p. 492) 

 

Figure 3. Chapman (1981; p. 492) Influences on Student College Choice  
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 Chapman’s (1981) model addresses the socioeconomic status (SES) of the 

prospective student as one of the paramount characteristics, “the importance of SES is 

manifest in rather complex ways. Students from families of different socioeconomic 

status not only enter higher education at different rates, they also distribute themselves 

differently across types of colleges and universities” (p. 493).  Chapman (1981) also goes 

on to elaborate on this point, saying that SES is “positively related to educational 

aspirations and expectations” (p. 493) of academic achievement.  Chapman (1981) also 

notes that levels of aptitude is an extremely important factor in the college choice 

process, observing that “students tend to self-select institutions with enrolled students of 

similar aptitude as themselves…. Students do not want to be with others whose aptitude 

who is very different than their own” (p. 493).  Chapman (1981) shows that there is a 

positive correlation between student’s previous academic performance with his or her 

potential performance as a prospective college student.  A student with a good academic 

record is likely to be highly motivated to continue his or her pattern of success and thus 

receives further encouragement to pursue a college degree by the significant people in his 

or her life.  Chapman (1981) asserts that students with strong academic records are more 

likely to receive college advising from professional school counselors and are more likely 

to be aware of the availability of scholarship opportunities (p. 494). 

Chapman (1981) also addresses the issue of significant persons in the prospective 

student’s life: in selecting a college, students are strongly persuaded by the 

comments and advice of their friends and family.  The influence of these groups 

operates in three ways: (1) their comments shape the student’s expectations of 

what a particular college is like; (2) they may offer direct advice as to where a 
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student should go to college; and (3) in the case of close friends, where the friends 

themselves go to college will influence the student’s decision… Even after 

controlling for differences due to SES, parents appear to exercise the greatest 

influence on students’ future plans. (p. 495) 

Illustrating this, Chapman (1981) cites a survey of high school students who were asked 

to name the most helpful person whom they had consulted about the choice of college; of 

this group of high school seniors: 43% indicated that their parents were the most helpful, 

22% stated that counselors were the most helpful, 16% asserted that other students had 

offered the most assistance in their college choice process, teachers were cited by 10% of 

the students surveyed, and 9% of those surveyed stated that college admissions officers 

had been the most helpful source of information (p. 495).  

 Some of the early research into student college choice addressed the fixed 

characteristics of the colleges in question as playing a significant role in a student’s 

college choice process, Chapman (1981) addresses the characteristics of the institutions 

including, “location, costs, campus environment, and the availability of desired programs 

as relatively fixed college characteristics” (p. 495); Chapman (1981) notes that with the 

possible exception of the location of the institution, the rest of these characteristics are 

within the power of the institution to change as needed. It is also important to note that 

Chapman’s model (1981) is explicitly designed for public policy makers and not directed 

toward institutions that are interested in increasing enrollment numbers, as is the case 

with Ihlanfeldt’s model (1980).   One could argue that now even location is a more 

malleable factor with the increasing availability of online degree programs, although that, 
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too, is subject to availability.  At the time of the article’s publication, Chapman (1981) 

noted that location was a significant factor in a student’s college choice, “Over 50 percent 

of entering freshmen attend colleges within fifty miles of their home; 92 percent attend 

college within five hundred miles of their homes” (p. 497).  This factor, however is also 

dependent on SES and academic ability: “high ability students with no financial need 

consider a wide range of colleges than less able students who need financial assistance.  

High need, low ability students are least mobile” (p. 497).  

 The availability of financial assistance and cost are two factors that are both 

influential in a prospective graduate student’s college choice process and are strongly 

linked.  Chapman (1981) suggests that the cost of higher education is probably more of a 

factor in deciding whether a student will pursue a college degree than a determinant of 

what university he or she will choose to attend (p. 496). With that said: 

The influence of financial aid is one of the most widely researched issues in 

college choice, largely because it has such direct implications for institutional, 

state, and federal policy.  These research efforts were accented further by the 

passage of the Higher Education Amendments of 1976, which reorganized 

financial aid to channel funds directly to the student rather than the institution. (p. 

496) 

Chapman (1981) also addresses the efforts that a university takes to market its 

programs to prospective graduate students, earlier noting that only 9% of the students 

mentioned in the survey indicated that they received the most reliable information about 

the college(s) that the prospective students were considering from college admissions 
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personnel (p. 495).  One might speculate that as college admissions and recruiting 

personnel have a vested interest in having students attend the university at which they are 

employed, while their family and friends might be more likely to be unbiased about the 

choice of higher education institution.  Chapman (1981) refers to the work of Ihlanfeldt 

(1980) and Kotler (1976) who assert that the “through the systematic application of 

marketing principles, a college may attract students who might otherwise not consider 

that institution (p. 498); Chapman (1981) goes on to assert that there is limited research to 

support the claim that strategic marketing may entice prospective students to attend a 

university that they had not previously considered (p. 498).   

Summarizing the conclusions that Chapman (1981) draws from his model, the 

factors that influence a prospective student to select a particular college cannot be looked 

at in isolation from one another but are “combined and interactive effects of the factors 

identified in this model” (p. 499), which depicts some of the possible factors that 

influences a student’s choice process.  Chapman (1981) is careful to note that “the model 

does not exhaust the possibilities of influence, but it does identify the major factors that 

need to be considered” (p. 499).  While Chapman (1981) initially begins the discussion of 

the model by saying that his work “is directed at public policy formulation than 

institutional administration” (p. 491), he stresses that “colleges reviewing their 

recruitment strategy need to understand these multiple influences affecting the 

prospective student” (p. 499). 

 Litten (1982), building on previous research, including the work of Kotler’s 

(1976) description  process of enrolling in college from the student perspective as 
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consisting of seven stages: (1) decision to attend; (2) information seeking and receiving; 

(3) specific college inquiries; (4) application(s); (5) admission(s); (6) college choice; (7) 

registration” (p. 67).  Hanson and Litten (1982) developed a similar model of the student 

process from decision to enroll to matriculation in “Mapping the Road to Academe: 

Women, Men, and the College Selection Process.” 

 

Figure 4: Hanson and Litten (1982) Admission Process from the Student Perspective 

While there are distinct similarities to the stages described by Kotler (1976), those 

described by Hanson and Litten (1982) augment Kotler’s work with the addition of the 

financial aid component.  One could argue that this could be a reflection of recession that 

hit the United States in the early 1980s or that it was the result of Americans being more 

savvy higher education consumers who have more experience navigating the higher 

education landscape than was the case in 1976 when Kotler published “Applying 

Marketing Theory to College Admissions.”  Whereas there has been a tendency for 

academicians and scholars to shy away from utilizing business models to the marketing 

strategies used by universities, Kotler (1976) asserted that “colleges were unaware of 

their vulnerability until the seller’s market [in higher education] had begun to change to a 
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buyer’s market (p. 54); this is attributed to factors like dwindling numbers of high school 

graduates, the rise of community college enrollment in lieu of undergraduates 

matriculating at four year colleges and universities, and the rapidly growing tuition rates, 

particular among the private universities and colleges (p. 54). 

 Litten (1982) went on to expand his college choice model to incorporate a wider 

range of factors and characteristics about the prospective student, including race, gender, 

religion academic ability, self-image, personal values, economic and cultural conditions, 

influences, and college characteristics (p. 388).   

 

Figure 5: Litten (1982; p. 388) An Expanded Model of the College Selection Process 

Litten’s (1982) model reflects the components identified by Chapman (1981) and 

Ihlanfeldt (1980), such as the prospective student’s socioeconomic status, level of 

educational aspirations, and previous academic performance, as well as the external 
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influences, such as the characteristics of the college(s) under consideration and the efforts 

of the college to communicate with the student.  At the same time, this model illustrates a 

greater level of complexity that previous models that were more general (p. 384) had not 

demonstrated.  With this more complex model Litten asserts that as the population of 

students attending college continues to become increasingly diverse, the factors that 

influence the enrollment behaviors of prospective students are becoming increasingly 

complex, and it becomes increasingly difficult for colleges and universities that do not 

have a nuanced understanding of the factors that influence prospective students, all of 

whom are at different levels of understanding of what is needed to navigate the higher 

education landscape to produce a mutually beneficial outcome for both the students and 

their families and the colleges and universities to which they aspire to attend.  Litten 

notes: 

A fully developed model of college choice will have to embrace the various 

components of the college-selection process as well as focusing on its outcomes.  

Without a more elaborated and specified model of college choice, college 

administrators run the risk of less than optimally designed recruiting strategies. (p. 

400).   

While Litten’s (1982) comprehensive college choice model predates Bandura’s 

(1997) Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control, the characteristics that Litten lists in his 

model as “Personal Attributes,” including: academic ability, self-image, other abilities, 

personal values, benefits sought, and personality/lifestyle (p. 388) agree with Bandura’s 
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theory of perceived self-efficacy and academic anxiety.  Bandura (1997) describes the 

intersection of personal attributes and academic aptitude thus:  

The stakes become considerably higher at upper levels of schooling where 

performance grades determine entry to future pursuits that affect life courses.  To 

excel academically opens up a wide range of options for career development.  

Academic deficiencies foreclose many life paths and erect barriers to others that 

are difficult to surmount.  To add to the strain, scholastic and occupational life 

paths have become more fiercely competitive and more demanding of higher 

levels of cognitive skills. (p. 235) 

Bandura (1997) goes on to hypothesize that “students who have a low sense of efficacy to 

manage academic demands are especially vulnerable to achievement anxiety” (p. 235), 

and thus instead of focusing their energies on a particularly scholarly pursuit, they focus 

on their own perceived inability to perform the task.  Bandura describes the process 

further saying: 

They magnify the formidableness of the tasks and their personal inadequacies, 

ruminate about their past failures, worry about the calamitous consequences of 

failing, imagine perturbing scenarios of things to come, and otherwise think 

themselves into emotional distress and faulty performance. (p. 236) 

If a prospective student is focused on his or her past failures or perceived inadequacies, 

he or she may have a difficult time cultivating a self-image that is able to navigate the 

application process, especially as the process has the possibility of rejection at its 

conclusion. 
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Hossler (1984) notes the importance of the: student-institution fit, which 

emphasizes the following factors:  

Student characteristics, institutional characteristics, and the effects of the 

interaction between the student and the institution.  Student characteristics include 

those personal attributes, needs, abilities, goals, expectations, and values that 

students bring with them to campus.  Institutional characteristics include a 

complex array of physical, academic, social, and even psychological attributes 

that make up the campus environment, or climate of learning.  Finally, finally the 

physical, cognitive, and affective interactions between the students and their 

college or university constitute an important relationship that may lead to varying 

degrees of student satisfaction, academic achievement, and persistence in the 

institution. (p. 70) 

Hossler’s (1984) student-institution fit approach is contingent on having savvy 

enrollment managers who have the ability to “identify the appropriate market segments 

and then to inform and motivate them to matriculate” (p. 46).  Hossler’s approach is 

contingent on understanding the choice variables, which Hossler identifies as parents, 

friends, and high school counselors.  In order to target the parents of the prospective 

students who might be a good fit for the particular campus, Hossler recommends using 

written materials and parental campus visits; to target the friends of the prospective 

students who might be influential in his or her decision making process, targeted peer 

recruitment is prescribed; and to target high school counselors, Hossler (1984) suggests 

developing a counselor newsletter, high school visits, and visits to the campus for high 
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school counselors (p. 47).  Like Ihlanfeldt (1980), Hossler appears optimistic about the 

possibilities of enticing prospective students who might not have previously considered 

an institution, saying:  

A good market survey should be able to identify the characteristics that suggest 

[prospective students] might find attending a particular institution attractive, but 

for some reason have not considered.  By targeting these areas in recruitment 

efforts and financial aid awards, an institution could develop the kind of peer 

reputation, over time, that would eventually produce a flow of matriculants from 

those areas. (p. 47) 

Hossler (1984) encourages the development of a continuing cycle of highly detailed 

campus- based research so that an institution is able to identify trends in the results of its 

recruitment efforts over time, and make data-driven decisions. This emphasis on 

research-based decision-making is similar to what Kotler (1976) advocated “tracking 

over time statistic showing yield and cost ratios and in seeking to improve their levels 

over time” (p. 71). 

Recent Trends in College Choice Research 

 Bergerson (2009) describes much of the more recent college choice research as 

moving away from developing a comprehensive model of college choice.  “This 

movement reflects and understanding across the field that the college-going population in 

the United States is growing increasingly diverse, complicating the ability of any model 

to define or describe the myriad experiences students have in this process” (p. 11).  

Notably Bergerson cites the work of Freeman (1999) who argued “that existing college 
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choice models fail to consider the context in which particular factors [particularly those 

of equitable access to resources] become significant for students; Freeman (1999) further 

argues that “defining the problem and developing the solutions based on models that are 

applicable to the majority population contribute to [historically underrepresented 

students’] continued marginalization and lack of participation in higher education.  Perna, 

et al. (2008) attributes the decreased participation of students from historically 

underrepresented populations to a lack of adequately trained school personnel, asserting 

that if a student does not come from a tradition where family and other influential adults 

have pursued higher education, that student will be disinclined toward post-secondary 

education without competent professional school counseling. 

The argument against the continued attempted development of college choice 

models is that they were based on depicting the processes of the majority population and 

do not address the issues that prospective students from historically underrepresented 

populations which continues to “contribute to African-Americans’ continued 

marginalization and lack of participation in higher education” (p. 17).  Bergerson also 

returns to the public policy roots that were founded in generations of prior research, 

asserting that better access to improved college preparation programs for prospective 

college students from historically underrepresented populations is key so that students 

who have little familial experience with higher education might see themselves as being 

successful college students.  One of the recommendations is that “moving teachers, 

counselors, college representatives, and other personnel who hold biases based on group 

stereotypes to a perspective that views students through an asset-oriented lens” (p. 103). 
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Toward Researching College Choice for Prospective Graduate Students 

While Bergerson (2009) asserts that future research should focus on the needs of 

the specific populations, specifying the college choice process for students of color and 

for students with a low socioeconomic status.   At the same time, Bergerson (2009) 

acknowledges that the comprehensive college choice models have provided a solid 

foundation on which ongoing college choice research has been built.  The bulk of college 

choice has been focused on prospective undergraduate students, however as Kallio (1995) 

argues “there is a need for greater understanding of why students choose to attend 

graduate school and how they go about selecting one” (p.109).  Kallio (1995) further 

asserts that “although an extensive and growing body of literature on the college choice 

decisions of undergraduates exists, the same cannot be said for similar studies of graduate 

students (p. 110).  Malaney (1987) posits that part of the reason behind the lack of 

research regarding graduate student college choice is similar to that of the resistance of 

some academicians to support recruitment and marketing research directed toward 

graduate students, arguing that it cheapens the graduate student experience by treating it 

as a commodity (p. 249).  Malaney (1987) notes that this was also the initial reaction to 

applying marketing theory to undergraduate college choice research.  It could also be 

argued that education is a pursuit that has a specific anticipated result: 45.9% of 

Malaney’s participants were interested in a graduate degree “for professional reasons 

(e.g. promotions); because their “field of interest requires and advanced degree” as was 

the response of 45% of the participants; or that they “thought job prospects would be 

better” with a graduate degree (p. 252).   
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At the same time, Malaney (1987) argues that there is significant evidence that 

graduate level education affords students the opportunity “to learn more about a 

specialty, personal satisfaction, improved job prospects, and an advanced degree [is 

sometimes] needed for advancement within a chosen field” (p. 253).  It may also be 

argued that in additional to the considerable benefits for the community as a whole of 

encouraging post-graduate education, given the statistics regarding the potential earnings 

of individuals who have earned graduate degrees, which increases the tax revenue base.  

Research from the United States Department of Labor Statistics also indicates that the 

rate of unemployment among individuals with higher levels of education, particularly 

those with Master’s, Doctoral, and Professional degrees, is significantly lower.  This 

lowered unemployment rate is also beneficial to the community and to the nation. 

 

Figure 6: U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2014) Earning and Unemployment Rates by 

Educational Attainment 
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Beyond the financial benefits of having a populace that has a higher rate of 

employment, higher starting salaries, and a greater lifetime earning capacity, graduate 

education also promotes research and helps to promote industry and economic growth. 

Kallio (1995) notes that: 

Some of the same factors that influence students in their selection of an 

undergraduate college—namely, the academic reputation of the institution, 

program quality and size, price/cost, financial aid, geographic location, contact 

with faculty and a student’s individual characteristics such as academic ability 

and achievement.  Where graduate students appear to differ from undergraduates 

is the greater influence on graduate students of spouse, family, and/or work 

considerations.  (p. 111) 

Many undergraduate students fall within what is considered to be the “late adolescence or 

youth” period from ages 16-23 and have not entered what Kallio describes as the “early 

adulthood period.” This phase is described as being from ages 23-35 and beyond as is the 

case with many graduate students, and thus graduate students may have more 

responsibilities than undergraduate students. 

It should be noted that Kallio’s (1995) research, much like the later research of 

Bersola et al. (2014), suggests that prospective graduate students as straddling the worlds 

of their undergraduate and graduate careers: “even if they have graduated, they may still 

closely identify with their experience applying to and negotiating through the 

undergraduate culture” (p. 517).  This does not take into consideration the strong 

possibility that the prospective student may have also begun a career-building process 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

50 

and may have delayed plans to pursue graduate education. Another factor that is 

frequently overlooked is the very real possibility that many current and prospective 

graduate students may have the additional constraint of holding down full-time jobs while 

pursuing their graduate degrees.  Bersola et al. (2014) correctly note that academic 

departments have very different academic cultures (p. 518), and the possibility that 

prospective graduate students may be employed full-time varies between departments.  

Data from the NCES (2011) note that, 71–72% of graduate students in MBA or education 

programs worked full-time while enrolled in graduate courses and 68–83% of these 

students worked part-time. Further, older students are likely to have family commitments 

that may or may not be relevant to traditionally aged students, and therefore availability 

of university-subsidized childcare might also be a very significant factor in the college-

choice process for prospective graduate students.  This leaves the other 50% of master’s 

degree–seeking students to be enrolled in degree programs other than Business and 

Education. NCES (2011) data suggests that 21% of students in 2007–2008 seeking 

master’s degrees in fields other than education or business administration enrolled in their 

program within less than a year of completing their baccalaureate degrees, and 30% 

enrolled in their master’s degree programs within one to two years of completing their 

baccalaureate degrees. 
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Figure 7: NCES (2011; p. 9) Work and Graduate Student Enrollment 

Figure 7 depicts the disparity among graduate degrees and disciplines.  These differences 

create challenges for universities to understand the highly nuanced nature of the factors 

that influence the college-choice process for prospective graduate students, and at the 

same time the highly varied nature makes it that much a much more important subject for 
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increased research into these factors.  Bersola et al. (2014) note that the complexity of the 

population makes it especially difficult for universities to effectively market their 

programs to the ever-expanding range of prospective graduate students who may be 

considering their graduate programs (p. 517); Bersola et al. (2014) also note that the 

diversity of the population makes both more difficult to gather representative populations 

that are not too general to provide real insight or so specific that the information gathered 

is only applicable to a narrow group. 

Summary 

 Much of the history of U.S. higher education in the twentieth century is marked 

by rapidly expanded access to post-secondary education.  As the numbers of students 

enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities continued to increase, it became evident that an 

exploration of what factors were most important to prospective students in their college 

choice process.  Holland began to systematically explore the college choice process and 

concluded over the course of his research that there was not one single factor that 

influenced prospective students in their college choice process.  As funding for higher 

education began to dwindle in the 1970s, researchers, including Kotler (1976), began to 

look to the marketing techniques used in the corporate world to reach prospective 

graduate students.  This research evolved in the 1980s into the attempt to develop a more 

thorough picture of the factors that influence a prospective graduate student in his or her 

college choice process with a number of researchers, including Ihlanfeldt (1980), 

Chapman (1981), and Litten (1982).  More contemporary research, such as that of Perna 

(2008) has focused on exploring the college choice processes of more specialized 

populations. 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

53 

 The bulk of the literature focuses on the college choice process for prospective 

 undergraduate students to the exclusion of exploring the college choice process for 

graduate students.  Kallio (1995) notes that in the face of “projected shortages of 

doctorally trained personnel to meet the future needs of colleges and universities as well 

as other sectors of the labor market” (p. 109) there is a need for enhanced understanding 

of why graduate students choose to attend graduate school and how they choose what 

program is best for their needs. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, the theoretical framework that has guided the design of this study 

is introduced, including the development of the research questions, Human Subjects 

Protection approval, the recruitment of the study’s participants, the data collection 

procedures, the development of the Interview Protocol, and the data analysis process.  

The issues of trustworthiness and confidentiality of its participants are addressed as well 

as the limitations of the study. The institutions of higher education that are discussed 

most frequently by the participants of this study are described, in this study and introduce 

the participants who agreed to share their college choice processes are introduced.  

Finally, the researcher’s motivations to study graduate student college choice and her 

experience with prospective graduate students is provided.   

Research Questions 

This study seeks to begin to fill the gap in the literature by studying currently 

enrolled undergraduate students who are interested in pursuing graduate education to 

understand how they proceed through their information collection and decision-making 

process.  During the course of this study, I interviewed sixteen juniors and seniors who 

were enrolled at a public Comprehensive Doctoral University and who were considering 

pursuing a graduate degree.    

The research questions that direct this study were:   

1) How does a currently enrolled undergraduate student decide to pursue 
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a graduate degree instead of pursuing a career?   

2) What role does a student’s perceived self-efficacy play in the decision to attend 

graduate school?   

3) How does a student’s prior experiences with higher education influence his or 

her decision-making process?   

4) What strategies does a prospective graduate student use when evaluating the 

various traits and characteristics of potential universities and graduate degree programs? 

Theoretical and Contextual Framework 

Bandura’s Theory of Self-Efficacy 

 The desire to pursue graduate education is a decision that has a profound impact 

on all aspects of the prospective graduate student’s life and strong sense of personal 

efficacy is required of an individual who is preparing to undertake such an endeavor.  

Bandura (1995) writes:  

People motivate themselves and guide their actions anticipatorily by the exercise 

of forethought.  They form beliefs about what they can do.  They anticipate likely 

outcomes of prospective actions.  They set goals for themselves and plan courses 

of action designed to realize valued futures.  They mobilize the resources at their 

command and the level of effort needed to succeed. (p. 6) 

 Moreover, Bandura goes on to write, “efficacy beliefs contribute to motivation in several 

ways: they determine the goals people set for themselves, how long they persevere in the 

face of difficulties, and their resilience to failures” (p. 8).   
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 If an undergraduate student does not have a solid sense of efficacy as a student 

and scholar, that student may not be motivated to consider graduate education.  Bandura 

(1995) writes that: 

Efficacy beliefs play a vital role in the development of self-directed life-long 

learners.  Students’ belief in their capabilities to master academic activities affects 

their aspirations, level of interest in intellectual pursuits, academic 

accomplishments, and how well they prepare themselves for different 

occupational careers.  (p. 17) 

 Bandura (1986) also ties a robust sense of self-efficacy to helping individuals to 

overcome self-doubts as well as helping individuals to persevere in the face of skepticism 

from family and friends (p. 432-433); this may be especially important for prospective 

graduate students who do not come from families with a history of higher education or 

for students who do not fit the typical racial and/or gender profile for individuals in their 

field. 

Social Constructivist Theoretical Perspective 

 The college choice process for prospective graduate students does not appear to 

manifest itself in a single prescribed way; in fact, the initial stages of the process tend to 

quite idiosyncratic and unique to the individual student.  Therefore, I utilized a social 

constructivist theoretical perspective for this study.  Creswell (2007) describes the 

process of social constructivist research as focusing on the process of studying the way in 

which individuals derive meaning from their experiences.  “These meanings are varied 

and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than 
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narrow the meanings into a few categories or ideas.  The goal of the research, then, is to 

rely as much as possible on the participants’ view of the situation” (p. 20).  My research 

design was that of an ethnographic study which involved interviews with a population of 

participants who were enrolled undergraduates in their junior or senior years at the same 

university, and who were participating in similar traditions and organizational culture, 

and who had self-identified as prospective graduate students.   

Researcher’s Narrative: Personal Framework 

 My journey with the subject of graduate student college choice began in 2003 

when I was hired to be the graduate recruiting coordinator for the Graduate College at 

Elevate University.  I was immediately dropped into a world of travel to recruiting events 

across the state and across the United States, and when I began my position I had no idea 

about what to expect out of the nebulous charge of recruiting prospective graduate 

students.  The associate dean who was to be my supervisor was out of the office the week 

that I started, and, after I was introduced to all of my new colleagues, I set off to work 

exploring the files on the computer of my predecessor and assembling a list of questions 

about previous recruiting practices and current expectations. 

I learned a great deal from my fellow graduate school recruiters at other 

universities as I began traveling to recruiting fairs and observed their practices and 

became a part of a community of graduate school recruiters.  The thing that I liked best 

was that all of the trivial sports rivalries all fell away, and there was a real sense of 

camaraderie.  As we traveled to a number of the same conferences and recruiting fairs 

over the years, I have become acquainted with many of them, personally as well as 
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professionally.  We routinely share best practices and comparing notes on effective 

graduate student recruitment strategies, both on an ad hoc basis and at professional 

conferences and meetings.   

 One of my prevailing on-the-job metaphors for graduate student college choice is 

that a prospective graduate student choosing a program and university is like match-

making: that is to say, if the prospective graduate student does not feel that the program 

and the university are a good fit, then none of the parties involved will be happy and the 

graduate student may not be successful in his or her pursuit of a graduate degree.  At the 

same time, the department has also allocated financial resources and personnel time and 

effort to assist a student who did not ultimately earn his or her degree, resources that 

could have gone to another student who was passed over by the department.   

As I began to work with vendors who sell services to connect prospective 

graduate students with universities, I began to realize how little research there was to 

support many of the practices that were purported to help universities to inform 

prospective graduate students about their programs and to connect them with the 

universities that were of interest.  Moreover, as I have progressed in my career, the 

pressure to increase graduate student enrollment has increased exponentially, and at the 

same time, I have also noticed that the reliance on the authority of consultants has 

increased without a similar increase in understanding about what factors influence a 

graduate student in his or her college choice process.  My goal as a researcher is to 

connect with the population that I serve - prospective graduate students - to learn more 

about what factors really affect prospective graduate students’ college choice.   
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Data Sources 

 The research questions were guided by Litten’s (1982) expanded model of the 

college selection process, Bandura’s (1997) work on self-efficacy, and Kallio’s (1995) 

research into graduate college choice.  A total of sixteen prospective graduate students 

participated in the initial interview, and thirteen prospective graduate students 

participated in the follow-up interviews.  Thirteen of the sixteen participants participated 

in face-to-face interviews that were digitally recorded; the interviews took place in a 

faculty office in a centrally located building on the campus.  Three of the sixteen initial 

participants were currently enrolled as students in online degree programs and did not 

live in the area.  I had not initially considered the possibility that students in the online 

program would be interested in participating in the study.  I initially suggested 

conducting an interview via telephone with the first of the three online students, however 

she indicated that it would be more convenient for her to respond via email.  I elected to 

conduct the interviews with the other two online students via email to maintain 

consistency.  All three of the online students completed follow-up interviews which were 

also conducted via email. Of the thirteen prospective students who participated in initial 

interviews face-to-face, ten participated in follow-up emails.  The initial and follow-up 

interviews resulted in 286 pages of transcribed information.  Field notes and researcher 

memos were also gathered. 

Ethical Considerations 

 I received approval to work with human subjects from the university’s 

Institutional Review Board in May 2012 (Appendix A); I was granted an educational 

exemption because my interviews were conducted in a traditionally accepted educational 
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setting, concerned research to further educational practices, was conducted in a 

traditionally accepted manner – in this case the research took the form of interviews – 

information was recorded in a fashion so that participants would not be identifiable by 

their responses, and the information gathered could not be damaging to the participants’ 

reputation, current or present employment status, or financial stability.  While the 

questions covered in the interviews were nearly identical to discussions that I have with 

prospective graduate students in my professional capacity as recruiting coordinator, I 

made it clear at the beginning of each interview that the respondents’ participations was 

completely voluntary and that they could choose not to respond to any question if they 

did not feel comfortable doing so, and that they were free to end the interview at any 

time.  While the subject of graduate student college choice may not be a highly sensitive 

subject, this is a very important decision-making process in the lives of the participants 

and one that has a significant impact on the direction that their lives take for the future.  It 

was extremely important that the participants were able to discuss their journey freely 

and for me to honor their life choices and their perspectives. 

Recruitment of Participants 

One of the essential components of sample selection is that the researcher must be 

mindful about the subjects she selects.  Creswell (2007) tells us that “it is essential that all 

participants have experience of the phenomenon being studied” (p. 128).  To that end, I 

employed the “purposeful sampling” strategy, which is defined by Creswell as “selecting 

individuals and sites for study because they can purposefully inform an understanding of 

the research problem and central phenomenon in the study” (p. 125).  Because of the 

limitations of time, access, travel, and cost, I selected my sample from currently enrolled 
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students at a public national research extensive university located in the southwestern 

United States. 

At this institution, the study focused on juniors and seniors who expressed an 

interest in attending pursuing a graduate degree.  I specifically limited the study to juniors 

and seniors even though other populations of students, particularly highly motivated 

sophomores, might be in the beginning stages of their graduate college choice process.  

Juniors and seniors would be more likely to be facing internal and external pressure to 

make decisions about their plans after graduation.  As a result, currently enrolled juniors 

and seniors would be more likely to be actively engaged in preparing to attend graduate 

school.  Such activities might include exploring program requirements, working on 

preparing application materials, exploring university websites, and preparing to take the 

GRE.  Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989) note that with prospective 

undergraduate students, actions such as taking the required exams for admission to their 

universities are “developmental events” (p. 281) and that such events are influential in the 

college choice stage (p. 281).  Because such events were significant in the research for 

undergraduate college choice, I sought to discuss the choice process with prospective 

graduate students at a similarly malleable stage in their graduate college choice process.  

In order to identify the participants, I made contact with the gatekeepers (staff-

members) at the institution’s Career Services Center and the Center for Undergraduate 

Research, as both groups work intensively with juniors and seniors.  I explained the 

purpose of my research to the gatekeepers, as well as its background, purpose, and 

theoretical base.  The gatekeepers of both the Career Services Center and the Center for 
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Undergraduate Research both agreed to publicly post and to distribute my Letter to 

Participants (Appendix C) and Consent Form (Appendix D) to students who expressed an 

interest in graduate education.  I also solicited volunteers by placing notices in the 

university’s daily email list serve; all but one of the participants discovered the study 

through the posts on the list serve.  In order to post messages on the university’s list 

serve, I had to provide the administrator of the list with my Human Research Protection 

Program Approval Letter (Appendix A).  I described the study briefly and indicated that 

juniors or seniors who were interested in participating in the study should contact me by 

email.  When a prospective student emailed me about the study, I responded by emailing 

the Description of the Research Study (Appendix B).  If the student replied and indicated 

that he or she was interested in participating in the study, I inquired about what time 

worked with their schedule to meet in the centrally located faculty office for the 

interview. 

As an incentive to participate, I offered students an opportunity to be entered into 

a drawing for one of two $25 Barnes and Noble gift cards.  I explained that for each of 

two interviews that the student completed, they would have the opportunity to enter their 

name into a drawing for the gift cards.  If the student completed one interview, they 

would have one chance to win one of the two gift cards.  If the student completed both 

interviews, they would have two chances to win one of the two gift cards.  Students wrote 

their name and email addresses on index cards that were kept in a locked metal box.  For 

the three participants, I entered them in the drawing myself for each of the interviews that 

they completed.  At the end of the study, I asked a staff-member who was not involved in 
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the research to draw two names from the box.  I emailed the participants whose names 

were drawn and asked for the best address to send the gift card. 

At the beginning of the first session, I asked the participant to complete the 

Consent Form (Appendix D) and gave him or her a copy of the Interview Protocol 

(Appendix E).  I asked the participant if he or she would agree to have the interview 

digitally recorded.  I also took notes during the interviews.  The interview questions were 

semi-structured so that the participant could provide as much information about himself 

or herself as possible.  At the end of the initial interview, I asked the participants if they 

had questions for me.  I also asked the participants if they would like to fill out an index 

card for the drawing. I transcribed the interviews and reflected over any lingering 

questions that emerged from the initial discussion.  I then emailed the transcription of the 

interview to the participant so that the participant could opt to redact information. I also 

asked to set up a time to conduct the follow-up interview.  The questions for the follow-

up interviews were guided by their responses to the initial questions and were formed by 

gaps in information from the initial interview or by lingering questions that their initial 

responses had created. 

Retention of Participants 

 I conducted sixteen initial interviews and thirteen follow-up interviews over the 

course of my study.  Of the three participants who elected not to participate in follow-up 

interviews, one participant, Cristina did respond to emails but mentioned that she had 

been busy and stressed.  We scheduled a time to meet for the follow-up interview, but she 

did not come to the scheduled appointment and did not respond to subsequent emails to 
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reschedule.  When I emailed, another participant, Maria to schedule the follow-up 

interview, she responded that she would be available to meet after spring break, but she 

did not respond to subsequent emails to set up a time.  Carole, the third participant who 

opted out of conducting the follow-up interview, simply did not respond to any emails to 

set up the second interview.   

Data Collection Procedures 

 From September 2012 through March 2013, prospective participants who were 

interested in participating in the study contacted me by email to indicate their interest.  

There were three respondents who expressed an interest in participating in the study but 

did not respond to subsequent emails about setting up a convenient time.  As a whole, the 

participants did not have many questions for me regarding the purpose of the study, 

although, one participant, Jan, did ask for additional information about the study’s 

underlying purpose: 

I may have one question – what specifically is this study for?  Is it for research or 

promotion of all graduate programs? If so, I am willing to help promote the 

graduate school, its programs and specifically my program if necessary. (Jan, 

email, January 29, 2013) 

I reiterated that I was conducting this research on graduate student college choice for my 

dissertation and while what I learned would help to give me a more nuanced perspective 

in my professional life, the interviews were for my dissertation research.  Jan, Regina, 

and Laura were all undergraduate students who were pursuing their undergraduate 

degrees online and off-site, so they responded to the interview questions and follow-up 
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questions via email, and it is possible that Jan was less clear about the purpose of the 

study because the interview was done via email instead of being conducted in person.  

While I had initially not anticipated having students who were pursuing their 

undergraduate degrees online as participants, I felt that it would be a mistake to exclude 

these three participants, since they represent a growing number of undergraduate and 

graduate students who are choosing to pursue their degrees online.  I chose to conduct 

these three interviews via email because Jan, who was the first of the online students to 

respond expressed a strong preference for responding to the questions via email instead 

of participating phone or Skype interviews.  In the interest of consistency, I elected to 

conduct the interviews with Regina and Laura by email as well. The interviews that I 

conducted in person with the thirteen other participants did seem to be more conducive to 

exploring emerging themes with the participants, including these three participants did 

allow the perspectives of these prospective graduate students to be have a voice. 

After the on-campus participants indicated their interest in the study, the 

individual participants and I established a time to meet in a faculty office in a large, 

conveniently located building on the campus that provided a quiet environment for 

meeting with the participants.  There was a small waiting area outside of the office where 

I was able to wait for each of the participants to arrive and to assure them that they were 

in the right place.  After I introduced myself and without digital recording, I asked if it 

would be acceptable for me to digitally record the audio of the interview and asked each 

participant to fill out the Consent Form (Appendix D).  I gave the participant a copy of 

the Interview Protocol (Appendix E), which included the interview questions, and 

explained that the purpose of the interview was to research the process that a student who 
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is considering graduate school or who is applying to graduate school goes through as he 

or she makes decisions about whether or not to attend graduate school and how 

prospective graduate students consider which university is right for them.  I asked the 

respondent if he or she was willing to participate.   

Once consent to participate was confirmed, the participant and I went through the 

semi-structured questions and followed tangents and follow-up questions as they 

emerged.  The duration of the initial interviews was approximately forty to fifty minutes, 

and at the conclusion of each interview, I had the participant write his or her name and 

email address on a notecard for the drawing for one of the two $25 Barnes and Noble gift 

cards.  I explained that after I had time to transcribe and review the transcription that I 

would email them to schedule a follow-up interview to clarify any points or to answer 

questions that emerged after I had some time to listen to the interview and to review the 

transcripts. 

 After I transcribed each of the interviews and considered what additional 

questions were needed, I emailed the participants to set another time to meet to discuss 

follow-up questions that developed during the initial interview. I also reminded them that 

if they completed the follow-up interview that they would get another chance to win one 

of the two $25 gift cards.  Each of the emails to discuss a follow-up interview was unique 

to the participant and reflected topics that had emerged in the initial interview, as seen in 

“Example of a Follow-Up Email to a Participant” (Appendix F).  Participants responded 

with a time that was convenient for their schedules, and we met in the same faculty 

office.  My first question in the second interview centered on what was going on in the 
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participants’ lives as it pertained to their college choice process.  For example one 

participant had mentioned that he was scheduled to take the GRE shortly after our initial 

interview, so I asked about that experience (Eric, interview, page 1, paragraph 14, 

November 12, 2012).  I also developed questions that had come specifically from the 

initial interview.  The individual face-to-face follow-up interviews were much shorter in 

duration, generally lasting between twenty and thirty minutes.   

 The method for conducting interviews differed slightly with the three students 

who were enrolled in the online undergraduate program and who were not able to meet 

with me in person.  For these students, I emailed the students the Consent Form 

(Appendix D) and the Interview Protocol (Appendix E).  The participants then replied to 

these questions and sent them back to me via email.  After reading their responses, I 

responded with individualized follow-up questions to delve more into a response or to 

make sure that I was clear on the full meaning of their responses; please see “Example of 

Follow-Up Email Questions Sent to a Participant Enrolled in an Online Program 

(Appendix G). 

Development of Interview Protocol 

Semi-structured Interview Protocol (Appendix E) was designed so that the 

questions could guide the interview with the each of the participants but allowed for 

discussions to flow organically as topics emerged.  The Interview Protocol (Appendix E) 

includes the guiding questions utilized in the interviews.  These questions were based on 

the work of Litten (1982), building on previous research and incorporated a diverse range 

of factors and characteristics about the prospective student, including race, gender, 
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religion academic ability, efficacy beliefs, personal values, economic and cultural 

conditions, influences, and college characteristics.  Litten (1982) argued that as the 

population of students attending college continues to become increasingly diverse, the 

factors that influence the enrollment behaviors of prospective students are becoming 

increasingly complex, as shown in Litten’s college choice model.   

I assert that the complexity of the college choice may be further compounded for 

graduate students as they have a prior history with higher education.  First, they are older 

than students in the undergraduate college choice phase and frequently have greater 

responsibilities to consider.  Second, the burden of existing debt is often a factor to 

consider when working through the college choice process. Third, prospective graduate 

students are making their college choice decisions under different societal pressures than 

those that accompany high school students. 
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Table 1: Comparison Between the Research Questions and the Interview Protocol 

  Research Questions 

Questions from the 
Interview Protocol 
(Appendix E) 

1) How does a 
currently 
enrolled 
undergraduate 
student decide 
to pursue a 
graduate 
degree instead 
of pursuing a 
career?   

2) What role 
does a 
student’s 
perceived 
self-
efficacy, 
play in the 
decision to 
attend 
graduate 
school?   

3) How does 
a student’s 
prior 
experiences 
with higher 
education 
influence his 
or her 
decision-
making 
process?   

4) What 
strategies does a 
prospective 
graduate student 
use when 
evaluating the 
various traits 
and 
characteristics 
of potential 
universities and 
degree 
programs? 

1. Describe educational 
background 

  X X   

2. Describe family 
educational 
background 

X   X   

3. Financing higher 
education 

X     X 

4. Influences to pursue 
graduatedDegree 

  X X X 

5. Preparation for 
graduate school 

X       

6.  Describe career 
goals 

X     X 

7. Alternatives to 
attending graduate 
school 

X X     

8. Universities under 
consideration and 
information gathering     

      X 

9. Role of family and 
friends in choice 
process 

X       

10. Characteristics of 
the universities under 
consideration 

      X 

11. Researching 
funding options 

    X X 

 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

70 

Data Analysis 

 The audio of the interviews were digitally recorded; they were transcribed and 

saved as Microsoft Word documents.  To accomplish member checking, I emailed the 

transcriptions to the interview participants to confirm the accuracy of the transcriptions.  I 

then reviewed both the transcripts and the recordings of the interviews multiple times in 

order to glean the major themes.  As the themes began to emerge from the material 

gathered in the interviews, I divided the themes into separate sheets in a Microsoft Excel 

file so that I could separate out the quotations by participant pseudonym and theme.  

Eventually, I created a master list containing twelve coded themes.  After further analysis 

of these themes, I was able to combine some of them into the five prevailing themes 

discussed in Chapter IV. 

Trustworthiness 

While the purpose of qualitative research in general, and social constructivist 

research in particular, is not to establish a universal truth that may be applied to all 

members of the population, Gay, Mills, and Airasian (2006) explain that instead, 

“qualitative researchers should include as much detail as possible so others may see the 

setting for themselves” (p. 403).  Maxwell (1992) describes the issue of trustworthiness 

in qualitative research by saying that the true purpose of qualitative research is to develop 

a complexly nuanced picture of the phenomenon that is being explored.  (p. 281).  In my 

experience with working with varying populations of prospective graduate students, the 

college choice process is very different for each of them because of their backgrounds, 

prior experiences, influences, and other contributing forces.  Qualitative research is 

particularly suited to explore the complexities of what Guba and Lincoln (1982) describe 
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as multiple and idiosyncratic realities of this prospective graduate student population (p. 

239).   

Confirmability 

The digital recordings of the face-to-face interviews provided confirmability of 

the data gathered, and the email trails from the three participants who responded to the 

interview questions via email ensured that the data that I gathered is confirmable.  

Maxwell (1992) addresses the importance of the qualitative researcher not letting his or 

her biases obstruct the research saying, “the first concern of most qualitative researchers 

is with the factual accuracy of their account – that is that they are not making up or 

distorting the things that they saw and heard” (p. 285).  These digital recordings and the 

email trails provide concrete means to confirm that the interactions took place in the 

manner to which they were depicted and were not imagined, embellished, or resulted in 

omission of participant information (p. 287). 

Dependability 

 Member checking was utilized to ensure that study was trustworthy.  After each 

interview was transcribed, the participants were asked to review the transcripts of their 

interviews to ensure that I had accurately recorded their narrative about the college 

choice process (p. 246); this practice also helps to ensure that I was able to generate what 

Guba and Lincoln (1982) refer to as “thick description” (p. 247) while also ensuring the 

dependability of the data collected.   

In addition to member checking, the credibility of the information provided by the 

research participants was reflexively compared to my professional interactions with 
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prospective graduate students that I have had between the years of 2003-2015.   I kept a 

reflexive field journal as a way of keeping track of my assumptions as well as any biases 

or prejudices regarding the college choice process for prospective graduate students.   

Credibility 

 Maxwell (1992) wanted to avoid attempting to apply the existing typologies of 

quantitative research to qualitative research.  His assertion was that “these typologies 

cannot be applied directly to qualitative research without distorting what qualitative 

researchers actually do in addressing validity issues, and tautologically confirming 

quantitative researchers’ critiques” (p. 281).  It made contextual sense to establish the 

credibility of this study by using Maxwell’s (1992) terms of descriptive validity and 

interpretive validity as the purpose of this study was to gain a more nuanced 

understanding of the process by which prospective graduate students made their college 

choice decisions,  

In addition to this, I would argue that the nature of applying Litten’s 

comprehensive model of college choice to prospective graduate students is highly 

consistent with Guba and Lincoln’s (1982) assertion that “action can be understood not as 

having been caused but as having emerged from the constant interplay of its shapers, all 

of which are themselves part of the action, indistinguishable from it, and shaping and 

being shaped simultaneously” (p. 242).  This interplay is also reflected in the research of 

Bandura (1997) and Kallio (1995) which also guided the study.  The choice process for 

prospective graduate students is highly fluid and the understandings of the process and of 

their realities are continually being influenced and constructed.  I also assert that the 
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social constructivist nature of the study contributed to its reliability in that I was not 

looking for a single correct way to proceed through the college choice process. 

Transferability 

Transferability is the only factor of Guba and Lincoln’s (1982) four criteria to 

ensure trustworthiness – which also include confirmability, dependability, and credibility 

– that was a challenge to demonstrate, as the participants of this study have such a wide 

range of backgrounds, personal histories, patterns of interaction, personal and intellectual 

goals, and experiences with the university.  Indeed one of the challenges of researching 

graduate student college choice is that there is not a single acceptable path for a person to 

take as he or she through the graduate college choice process, and again this may be 

attributed to the social constructivist design of the study which has at its core the belief 

that participants construct meaning and understanding through their experiences.  

However, the fact that many of the factors in the college choice process illustrated in the 

Litten (1982) model were applicable to the population of prospective graduate students 

studied as well as the fact that clusters of the prospective graduate students in the study 

mentioned similar factors that were influential choice points to transferability among the 

data gathered from the participants. 

Confidentiality 

While there are certain challenges that are endemic to conducting ethnographic 

research, the undergraduates at this institution have a shared culture, and what I sought to 

accomplish with this research was to document the graduate college choice process for 

the participants.  First and foremost in my mind was the well-being of the students who 
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elect to participate in this study.  It was of the ultimate importance that the students freely 

secure and that, as the researcher, I was able to instill in them the confidence to speak 

freely about their college choice process (Glesne, 2006, p. 91).  Interviews were 

conducted in a faculty office in a centrally located building on the campus.  I felt that it 

was important that the participants not meet me in my office in the Graduate School so 

that they would not feel that they could not speak freely about their explorations of 

graduate programs at other universities.  It was also important to have a quiet space to 

conduct the interviews that was free from interruptions.   

 Part of that freedom required the absolute promise of confidentiality.  While none 

of the information that the participants and I discussed was particularly sensitive in nature 

or had potential to cause embarrassment or emotional discomfort, I wanted to provide the 

participants with the assurance of confidentiality.  I assigned a pseudonym to the 

institution where the students currently attend and to the universities that the prospective 

graduate students discussed in their interviews.  While I first gave the participants the 

option of creating a pseudonym for themselves, none of the participants chose to select a 

pseudonym of their own.  As a result I assigned pseudonyms to each of the sixteen 

participants, and the pseudonyms were used strictly through this study and in the 

findings.  All interviews were fully confidential.  In addition, I retained all of the data 

produced is stored in a locked cabinet in my home, and all of the data that was produced 

will be destroyed at the conclusion of the study and dissertation process. 
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Limitations 

Similar to all research methodologies, qualitative ethnographic research has 

certain inherent limitations.  As Creswell (2007) establishes, qualitative inquiry is subject 

to the interpretation of the researcher herself, “the researchers make an interpretation of 

what they find, an interpretation shaped by their own experiences and background” (p. 

21).  As I have interpreted the observations through the lens of my personal experiences, 

I also brought my values and personal interpretations to the table.  Maxwell (1992) 

writes: “as observers and interpreters of the world, we are inevitably part of it; we cannot 

step outside our own experience to obtain some observer-independent account of what we 

experience” (p. 283).  I am an avid believer in the transformative power of graduate 

education, and I believe that it is among the best investments in terms of time and money 

that a person may make to improve his or her life; more of my friends and family 

members have chosen to pursue post-baccalaureate education than have not.  This 

researcher perspective is documented throughout the study. 

Guba and Lincoln (1982) discuss the power of the researcher as a human 

instrument to observe human interactions and situations and to unpack their complexity.  

Beyond my personal experiences, I have worked as the Coordinator for Graduate Student 

Recruiting for twelve years in the Graduate School at a public, doctoral research 

extensive university and have spoken to and corresponded with hundreds of prospective 

graduate students in this period of time about the application process for graduate school 

and have worked to help prospective graduate students from a wide range of educational, 

economic, and cultural backgrounds to connect with graduate programs in their areas of 

interest.  My experiences working with prospective graduate students helped me to 
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understand the nuances of the college choice process; it has also afforded me with the 

opportunity to develop an understanding of the questions and concerns that prospective 

graduate students have about their ambitions and aspirations regarding post-graduate 

education.   I have learned that while there are a number of questions and issues that are 

common to most prospective graduate students, each individual brings in his or her own 

unique background and personal circumstances.   

 A second limitation is the limited ability to make broad generalizations based on 

the findings from this study.  While this the findings of this study may help guide future 

research by providing a clearer picture of the often interrelated issues and components of 

students’ lives that shapes their college choice process, the results do not provide a 

comprehensive picture of the college choice for all undergraduate students embarking on 

the college choice process. 

Institutional Profiles 

Elevate University 

 For the purposes of confidentiality, I have changed the names of the universities 

that the participants mentioned in their interviews.  All of the participants of the study are 

currently enrolled juniors or seniors at an institution in the southwestern United States, 

here referred to as Elevate University.  According to the Carnegie Classification of 

Institutions of Higher Education, Elevate University is a public 4 year and above 

primarily residential university with a high undergraduate population and a high transfer-

in rate.  It is considered a research university with high research activity and is a 

comprehensive doctoral institution without a medical or veterinary school.  In the fall 
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2013, more than 27,000 undergraduate students matriculated at the institution, as did 

5,427 graduate students and 640 law school students.  Of the undergraduate population, 

more than 63% were white; just under 21% were Hispanic; more than 6% were black; 

less than 3% were Asian; approximately 2% indicated multiple ethnicities; and less than 

1% indicated that they were American Indian, Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian, or 

Pacific Islander.  Elevate University is located in a midsized city in the northwestern 

region of the state with a population of just under 250,000 people. 

Flagship University 

 The research participants discussed a wide range of universities that they were 

considering for their graduate degrees, although many of the participants in this sample 

were interested in staying within the state.  There were three other in-state universities 

that recurred frequently in the discussions with participants.  The most frequently 

mentioned was a university that I refer to as Flagship University for the purposes of this 

study.  Flagship University is located in the state capital, a city with the population of 

more than 800,000 people.  According to the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of 

Higher Education, Flagship University is a large four year university with more than 

50,000 students.  Its enrollment is predominately comprised of full-time students and is 

considered to be a more selective institution with a high transfer-in rate.  It is classified as 

a research university with very high research activity.  Flagship University is classified as 

being a comprehensive doctoral university with no medical or veterinary school with a 

balance of arts and sciences with professions with a high graduate coexistence. 
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Academy University 

 Another university that was discussed by research participants in the interviews 

with a university that is be referred to as Academy University; this university is located in 

a small city with a population of less than 100,000 that is located in the east-central 

portion of the state.  The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education 

describes Academy University as being a four year and above public university with a 

high undergraduate population.  Academy University balances arts and sciences with 

professional students and has a high graduate coexistence.  Academy University has a 

predominate population of full-time enrollment of just under 50,000 students and is 

classified as being more selective with a low transfer-in population.  It is classified as 

having very high research activity as well as being a comprehensive doctoral granting 

university with both medical and veterinary schools. 

Metro South University 

The fourth in-state university that was mentioned in a number of the interviews is 

to be referred to as Metro South University, which is located in the most populous city of 

southern part of the state, with a population of approximately 2.16 million people.  Metro 

South University is a four year university with a population of greater than 37,000 

students; the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education describes Metro 

South University as being a Comprehensive Doctoral university with no medical or 

veterinary school.  The Metro South University is described as having a medium 

population of full-time students with a high transfer-in rate and is classified as having 

being a Research University with very high research activity. 
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 A number of the research participants were also considering other universities in 

other states and because of the majority of these universities were mentioned only briefly 

and because the majority of discussion centered on the four universities in the state: 

Elevate University, Flagship University, Academy University, and Metro South 

University, I have referred to the out-of-state institutions primarily as being a university 

in the state where they are located.   

Participant Profiles 

Carrie 

 Carrie was a 20 year old female Caucasian senior majoring in Mathematics and 

Geophysics.  Carrie entered Elevate University as a freshman, although she indicated that 

she had earned two Advanced Placement (AP) credits in high school (Carrie, interview, 

page 2, paragraph 20, March 3, 2013) and had also taken two courses at a community 

college during summer breaks (Carrie, interview, page 2, paragraph 34, March 3, 2013); 

the majority of her coursework was completed at Elevate University.  When asked about 

her family background, Carrie indicated that her mother had a Bachelor’s degree in 

Nursing and that her father had a Master’s degree in Civil Engineering and had done 

some coursework toward a Doctoral degree in Civil Engineering but had decided that he 

wanted to go into industry instead of academia (Carrie, interview, page 3, paragraph 42, 

March 3, 2013); Carrie mentioned that she was an only child but that she was close to one 

of her cousins who was also majoring in a STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics) field at the graduate level and could relate to the “pressures of being in a 

largely male-dominated field” (Carrie, interview, page 3, paragraph 51, March 3, 2013) 

in the way that her parents – especially her father – was not able to do.   
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 Carrie’s ultimate goal was to work in the oil and gas industry and indicated that 

she would need to have a master’s degree in order to achieve her career goals.  When I 

asked if she had considered other alternatives to pursuing a graduate degree, her first 

response was, “What would be an alternative?” (Carrie, interview, page 7, paragraph 95, 

March 3, 2013).  During our second interview, we discussed the ongoing research that 

she had been conducting with one of her geology professors beginning in her sophomore 

year (Carrie, interview, page 2, paragraph 22, April 9, 2013); she also discussed 

presenting her research at a conference on campus and spoke of her desire to eventually 

publish her findings as an article (Carrie, interview, page 3, paragraph 36, April 9, 2013).   

Carole 

 Carole was a 20 year old female Hispanic junior majoring in Nutrition.  Carole 

came to Elevate University with 24 hours of coursework that she had earned by taking 

dual credit classes.  Both of Carole’s parents had earned their Bachelor’s degrees – her 

father in Business and her mother in Communications – (Carole, interview, page 3, 

paragraph 48, September 17, 2012), and she had a younger sister who was beginning as a 

freshman at the time of the interview.  Carole also indicated that she was strongly 

influenced by the decision processes of one of her older cousins:   

I have a cousin, she didn’t go to grad school, but she’s like seven years older than 

me and so we were always hanging out, and I watched her go through the whole 

college process and changing of majors and figuring out what she wanted to do 

and everything.  So she’s helped a little bit with finding a college and stuff. 

(Carole, interview, page 4, paragraph 60, September 17, 2012) 
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 Carole’s long term goal is to be a registered dietician and to possibly go back to 

school to earn her Doctoral degree in Nutrition after working for a few years.  When 

asked about other possibilities she had considered other than pursuing a graduate degree, 

she mentioned that she had considered going into the workforce immediately, but noted 

that she would not be licensed in her field without a post-graduate internship and possibly 

a graduate degree: “I kind of see the graduate degree as my only option.  And I mean, I 

could get an internship without the degree available, but I’d rather have the option 

because I want to get the highest credentials I can” (Carole, interview, page 6, paragraph 

82, September 17, 2012).   

 Carole was just beginning her graduate college choice process when we had our 

interview, and Carole did not respond to emails about scheduling a follow-up interview 

after the initial interview. 

James 

James was a 21 year old male African-American senior majoring in Philosophy.  

James had initially attended a community college and had then transferred to a state 

university located in Alabama for two years.  He had been enrolled at Elevate University 

for a year and a half and was planning on graduating in August 2013.  James’ father has a 

Master’s degree in Human Resources, and his mother is graduating in May 2013 with a 

Bachelor’s degree in Psychology (James, interview, page 3, paragraph 29, January 25, 

2013); James also mentioned that one of his two sisters had graduated from dental school 

and his other sister was finishing a Bachelor’s degree in Computer Science and 

Mathematics in May 2013.  In addition to his immediate family, James described the 
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influence of one of his aunts who had a Doctoral degree in microbiology and was a 

professor, as well as the influence of other members of his extended family: 

It’s always been fun, sort of just go and sit in on her classes and things of that 

sort.  So that was sort of interesting to me and my aunts and uncles – I think 

maybe about five or six of them are lawyers or judges.  They all went to law 

school.  So continuing education has always been the standard.  The minimum 

qualification.  (James, interview, page 3, paragraph 33, January 25, 2013) 

 James was a highly engaged undergraduate student.  He was selected to attend a 

paid summer research program at a university in southern California, he organized a local 

chapter of the Society of Young Black Philosophers, he has presented his scholarship at 

national conferences, was an officer in the campus chapter of the National Black Student 

Association, and had been networking extensively via social media – particularly 

LinkedIn, Academia.edu, Twitter, Tumblr, and Facebook (James, interview, page 7, 

paragraph 73, February 19, 2013). 

 While James had considered a few other alternatives, including law school or 

pursuing a career in publishing, he had ultimately decided that he wanted to earn a 

Doctoral degree in philosophy and teach at a small liberal arts college. 

Austin 

 Austin was a 21 year old male Caucasian senior majoring in Advertising and 

Communications.  Austin had attended a community college for a semester before 

transferring to Elevate University and mentioned that he had initially entered the 

university as a Music major with an emphasis in Piano, but had ultimately decided that he 
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wanted to go a different direction with his academic and professional life: “The people 

who are in the top part of the class practice six to seven hours a day on top of their 

homework.  And to make really any money, you really need [an advanced degree] and 

that’s like ten years of school.  And I really liked advertising so that was my next option 

because I didn’t like practicing that much” (Austin, interview, page 2, paragraph 24, 

February 25, 2013).   

 Austin’s mother had a Bachelor’s degree in Finance, and his Father had Master’s 

degree in Finance (Austin, interview, page 3, paragraph 34, February 25, 2013); Austin 

had one brother who had graduated from Elevate University with a Bachelor’s degree in 

Biology with majors in Chemistry and Spanish; he is currently working toward becoming 

a nurse anesthetist (Austin, interview, page 32, paragraph 36, February 25, 2013).  Austin 

also mentioned that his uncle was a heart surgeon in the Houston area and that his aunt 

was a pharmacist and indicated that post-graduate education was “pretty big in my 

family” (Austin, interview, page 4, paragraph 44, February 25, 2013).  Despite this 

emphasis, Austin seemed to be receiving conflicting messages about pursuing a Master’s 

degree immediately after finishing his Bachelor’s degree.  His mother particularly seems 

opposed to this: 

My mother is like, “don’t even think about grad school until you get a job.” So I 

don’t know, but that’s just because she wants me to graduate and get a job.  That’s 

what mothers want. So she doesn’t want me to be a student forever, but I don’t 

know what my next step should be” (Austin, interview, page 3, paragraph 24, 

February 28, 2013). 
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Austin was not seriously considering alternatives to pursuing a graduate degree.  When 

asked, he stated: 

Alternative?  I don’t know.  The only alternative I’ve thought of is not doing it 

and just getting a job because I’ve been in school my whole life.  But I don’t 

know.  That’s not really a heavy alternative.  The more likely choice is to pursue 

graduate work because of the family tradition. (Austin, interview, page 7, 

paragraph 78, February 25, 2013) 

Austin was also preparing to take the LSAT at the time of our interviews and was 

considering law school as a possibility.  

Cristina 

 Cristina was a 21 year old female Hispanic senior majoring in Communication 

Studies.  Cristiana transferred to Elevate University after spending her freshman year at a 

community college in a city near the town where she lived with her family.  Of the 

transition from the community college to Elevate University, Cristina said, “It was a big 

transition because I came down here all by myself.  I didn’t know people, and I didn’t 

know where everything was” (Cristina, interview, page 2, paragraph 33, March 6, 2013).  

She also said that it was very different to be on a residential campus where she could 

walk everywhere as opposed to the community college that she had attended because it 

had multiple campuses.  Cristina’s mother did not attend college, and her father attended 

a community college for a semester and dropped out.  She was highly influenced by her 

grandfather who graduated from a university in West Virginia; her grandfather also 

helped to fund her undergraduate education.  Cristina has four siblings, “my older brother 
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went to a technical college to become a mechanic and then my older sister just stopped 

after high school, and then my younger sister is actually in high school” (Cristina, 

interview, page 3, paragraph 41, March 6, 2013).  Christina went on to say that she 

wanted to be an influence to her younger sister to attend college after graduation from 

high school. 

 Cristina’s long term career goal was to work in public relations, and she 

mentioned that if she didn’t enter the Master’s degree program after graduating with her 

Bachelor’s degree that she would likely apply to public relations firms or would seek out 

public relations internships that would provide her with the possibility of joining the firm 

upon the completion of the internship.  At the same time, Cristina was strongly 

considering a one-year Master’s degree program that was being offered by her 

department and had spoken with the graduate advisor in the department.  She was hoping 

to begin coursework toward her Master’s degree in the fall semester of 2013. 

Rachel 

 Rachel was a 21 year old Caucasian junior majoring in Community, Family, & 

Addiction Studies.  Rachel is from the city where Elevate University is located and had 

attended a local community college for three years before transferring to Elevate 

University.  Rachel also mentioned that she had taken a number of dual credit classes in 

high school and that she had taken as many courses as possible before transferring to 

Elevate University.  As a result, her first semester was the fall semester of 2012.  Rachel 

mentioned that the transition from the community college to Elevate University was a 

difficult one: 
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I really didn’t like it at first because I was extremely involved at [the community 

college that she had attended]; I was in student government, cheerleading, and all 

these different organizations.  I knew everyone because it was a small campus.  

Coming here, I didn’t know anyone when I walked down the halls, I didn’t know 

my teachers personally yet.  It was kind of overwhelming.  My very first day, I 

was just like, “I hate it!” Now that I’m getting involved in different organizations, 

I am a lot happier.” (Rachel, interview, page 3, paragraph 37, March 6, 2013) 

Rachel was somewhat conflicted about the security of leaving her friends and family and 

starting over yet again at another university to complete her graduate work; at the same 

time Rachel was cognizant of the rankings of the graduate programs that she was 

considering. 

 Rachel’s parents divorced when she was in elementary school, and her mother, 

who was the primary guardian of Rachel and her two siblings, has a Master’s degree in 

Speech Pathology.  Her father earned an Associate’s degree, and while she indicated that 

she did not want to go into details about her father, she did say of him, “He’s an 

alcoholic, which was hard, but I’ve worked through those issues.  He’s a very, very smart 

guy.  Very smart.  I always say I got my brains from my dad, but he just doesn’t do 

anything with it” (Rachel, interview, page 6, paragraph 77, March 6, 2013).  Of her two 

siblings, her sister was pursuing a Bachelor’s degree at Elevate University after deciding 

not to pursue a nursing degree.  Rachel said that her brother had issues with addiction and 

described him as being a “train wreck” (Rachel, interview, page 5, paragraph 63, March 

6, 2013). 
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 Rachel’s long-term goal was to work with families in a therapeutic setting and felt 

that a Doctoral degree was essential to do the kind of work that interested her the most.  

At the same time, Rachel spoke at length in our second interview about her desire to go 

into the Peace Corps after completing her Bachelor’s degree and then to return graduate 

school after she completed her stint in the Peace Corps.   

Jan 

 Jan was a 21 year old female Caucasian senior majoring in Accounting.  Her 

father had earned his Master’s degree later in life and had attended Elevate University 

briefly as an undergraduate, and her mother had earned a Bachelor’s degree.  Jan 

mentioned that she had a sister who was still in elementary school, and that a number of 

people on her father’s side of the family were chiropractors.   

 Jan was the first person I interviewed who was enrolled in a dual degree program 

through which she would earn both her Bachelor’s degree and her Master’s degree of 

Accounting upon completion of five years of coursework.  “After finalizing my major to 

Accounting, I saw that there were far, far more opportunities in the field if you have your 

Master’s degree.  Since Elevate University offers a five year Master’s degree program, it 

was a great opportunity” (Jan, interview, page 1, paragraph 18, January 24, 2013).  Jan 

also noted that she had learned in comparing the programs offered at other universities 

that the five year dual Bachelor’s and Master’s degree program was a unique opportunity.  

Because of this, Jan stated that she hadn’t looked seriously at other alternatives to 

completing her Master’s degree: “Since I am in accounting, I haven’t really looked at any 

other alternatives.  I have no desire to be in law school, but I haven’t ruled out the option 
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of getting a doctorate later on” (Jan, interview, page 2, paragraph 24, January 24, 2013).  

Jan mentioned that her education was financed primarily with student loans and that this 

had contributed to her deciding to pursue the dual Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees. 

Chris 

 Chris was a 22 year old male Caucasian senior majoring in Geography.  Chris 

entered Elevate University as a freshman and did not attend community college or take 

any dual credit classes in high school.  Chris’ father had earned a high school degree, and 

his mother had earned an Associate’s degree and then went on to become a Registered 

Nurse. While Chris had no siblings, he had seven cousins on his mother’s side – all of 

whom were engineers.  Chris said that for a long time he had thought that he would 

follow that path as well.   

Initially I was looking at petroleum engineering because all of my family went 

into engineering and petroleum seemed to spark my interest.  I saw that there was 

going to be a job market for it and everything, and I figured that it might be a 

good fit, but once I got into it and got into the bulk of my engineering classes, I 

realized that this isn’t exactly where I want to go with my life.  I didn’t want to 

just pick a career based on monetary issues.  (Chris, interview, page 2, paragraph 

19, September 12, 2012)  

Chris mentioned that he’d always been fascinated by maps and that he wanted a career 

that focuses on protecting nature and helping to create a more sustainable future and felt 

that Geography could help him to do that.  At the time of the interview, Chris was 
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working on an internship with the city where Elevate University is located and was 

working on taking GPS points and updating the database.   

 Chris mentioned that he was considering a Master’s degree because he felt that it 

would provide him with the potential for mobility:  

With my degree, I’d stay in a job like [the work he was doing with his internship].  

I wouldn’t really progress.  With a Master’s degree, I could progress through the 

company and move up, but very slowly because my position isn’t as specified and 

technical as what it could be.  I want to do land planning.  I want to be trained to 

do urban and regional land planning and maybe plan transportation systems or 

arterial road networks, subways… anything related to transportation, really.  

That’s why I feel like if I go and get my Master’s degree, it will help guide me 

more into that spot than trying to work my way through it.  (Chris, interview, page 

5, paragraph 41, September 12, 2012)  

Chris had been exploring the national institute for his field and had been using that as a 

guide for possible graduate programs to explore and was in the process of weighing the 

comparative merits of the programs with their location. 

Carlos 

 Carlos was a 22 year old male Hispanic senior majoring in Psychology.  Carlos 

entered Elevate University as a freshman and had not attended any other colleges or 

universities; he also mentioned that while he had taken some dual credit courses in 

Spanish, they had not counted toward his degree.  Both of Carlos’ parents had earned 

their Bachelor’s degrees – his father in Chemical Engineering and his mother in Early 
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Childhood Education.  Carlos pointed out that his parents had graduated from the 

University of Mexico City and that as a result had a different experience.  Carlos has a 

sister who is a sophomore at Flagship University and mentioned that she had yet to firmly 

decide on a major.  Because his family’s educational background was based in Mexico, 

Carlos mentioned that the differences in way that the education systems were structured 

made it complicated when discussing graduate programs.  

Carlos mentioned that he was interested in pursuing a doctoral degree because he 

was interested in going into academia and doing research and teaching.  While he hadn’t 

yet decided if he wanted be a professor at a large research university or if a smaller 

university would be a better fit.  He had determined that he wanted to research Human 

Factors in Psychology, particularly working with eye tracking devices and studying what 

people pay attention to when they are looking at text or advertising.  Carlos was 

particularly attracted to academia, saying, “Professors are students for life” (Carlos, 

interview, page 7, paragraph 92, March 21, 2013). 

Eric 

 Eric was a 22 year old male Caucasian senior majoring in Chemistry.  Eric had 

been attending Elevate University for four years and was planning to graduate in 

December 2012.  He had not attended any other colleges or universities, although he had 

taken AP classes in high school and had earned credit for World History, U. S. History, 

Latin, Chemistry, and Calculus.  Both of Eric’s parents had earned their Bachelor’s 

degrees: his father in Construction Engineering and his mother in Project Management.  

Eric had a twin brother and a stepbrother; his stepbrother had earned a Master’s degree in 
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architecture from Elevate University, and his twin brother had already graduated with a 

Bachelor’s degree in Chemical Engineering.  When I asked if his brother was considering 

graduate school, Eric responded, “I think he’s trying to get a job right now and is 

focusing on that” (Eric, interview, page 4, paragraph 56, September 10, 2012).  Eric also 

mentioned that one of his cousins had earned her Master’s degree in Marine Biology and 

had been in the Air Force.  Eric indicated that his family played a significant role in his 

choice of programs; he did not want to leave the state so that he could stay within easy 

flying or driving distance from his family.  Eric was primarily considering Flagship 

University or Elevate University for his graduate degree. 

 When I asked Eric what had influenced him to pursue a graduate degree, he 

responded pragmatically: 

I want to be a professor maybe or work in a lab.  If you have a lower degree, 

working in a lab, you do most of the grunt work.  The higher the degree, the more 

you are thinking about the problem itself and trying to figure it out.  As far as 

being a professor goes, you can’t really be a professor without an advanced 

degree.  (Eric, interview, page 5, paragraph 75, September 10, 2012) 

Eric also mentioned that while his study of chemistry had been more general as an 

undergraduate student, he was looking forward to having the opportunity to specialize 

more in either analytical chemistry or inorganic chemistry.  With regard to his long-term 

goals, Eric mentioned that he was also considering becoming a researcher instead of 

going to academia and that the direction that he chose would largely be based on the job 

market when he graduated. 
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 Eric was engaged in undergraduate research under the supervision of two faculty 

members in the Chemistry department at the time of our interviews: “it is physical 

chemistry research.  I’m working with ionic liquids.  Right now I’m figuring out how 

they react and how we can separate them using electroosmotic forces” (Eric, interview, 

page 8, paragraph 117, September 10, 2012).   

Thomas 

 Thomas was a 22 year old male Caucasian senior majoring in Political Science.  

Thomas had attended a community college for two years before transferring to Elevate 

University in the fall semester of 2011.  Both of Thomas’ parents earned their Bachelor’s 

degrees: his mother in Accounting and his father in Civil Engineering.  Thomas also 

indicated that his father had been in the Navy.  Thomas also spoke of an older brother 

who had chosen a different path: 

I have an older brother, and he tried university a couple of times, and it didn’t 

really work out for him.  He enlisted in the Navy and is a nuclear mechanic on a 

sub.  He’s really smart, but he just doesn’t’ have a formal certificate, and so he 

went through the nuclear power training school, which is like the top half percent 

of anyone who applies for the Navy.  (Thomas, interview, page 3, paragraph 43, 

January 29, 2013)  

Thomas also indicated that he has a sister who is currently a freshman at Academy 

University, and spoke of a cousin who had graduated from Elevate University and had 

gone on to a thriving career as an attorney in Washington, D.C. 
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 Thomas indicated that he was receiving a lot of pressure to go into the job market 

instead of going into graduate school, largely because of the financial burden of assisting 

his sister with her undergraduate education in addition to the prospect of having to help to 

finance Thomas with his graduate level studies.  While Thomas noted that the 

opportunities for a person going into the job market with a graduate degree would be 

greater than those of a person going in with a Bachelor’s degree, he was also considering 

the possibility of finding a job that would subsidize his graduate degree.  On the advice of 

his cousin in Washington, D.C., he was looking at the positions available for political 

analysts and had been exploring various opportunities available through 

www.usajobs.gov.  At the same time, Thomas indicated that it was very important to him 

to go on to get a graduate degree, “it is definitely still important to me to make sure that I 

go and continue my education because I know it will help me personally and in my job 

search” (Thomas, interview, page 7, paragraph 81, February 20, 2013).  Moreover 

Thomas expressed concern in both interviews that if he got out of the mode of being a 

student that it would be challenging to go back into a graduate degree program.   

Philip 

 Philip was a 23 year old male Caucasian senior majoring in Music and 

Psychology.  Philip came to Elevate University straight from high school and indicated 

that he had taken quite a few AP classes in high school, “I had all of my basics out of the 

way except for government and economics by the time I got here” (Philip, interview, 

page 2, paragraph 30, March 7, 2013).  When asked to describe his academic path from 

Music into Psychology, he explained that, “I started off as a vocal performance major.  

I’ve gone through composition and pretty much every other major you can [in music] and 
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no kind of ended up in the psycho-musicology world” (Philip, interview, page 3, 

paragraph 36, March 7, 2013).  Philip went on to explain: 

Within the field of music theory, there is an area that looks more specifically at 

music and how it effects and is affected by the mind and how we perceive music.  

Usually researchers in that area will label themselves as researchers in music 

cognition or music perception.  Initially I started taking psychology classes 

because I wanted to apply to programs in music departments that focus more on 

the music cognition.  For those, it’s a lot easier to get in if you have some 

psychology experience and also you obviously understand the field more so it 

makes more sense.  Psychology for me, at the time that I switched, was kind of 

just a hobby.  I just liked reading about it as much as I could.  Then I decided that 

as an academic career psychology would be more interesting to me than music, so 

I made the switch. (Philip, interview, page 3, paragraph 38, March 7, 2013).   

Philip also indicated that he could have graduated in May 2013 but chose to hold off in 

order to be better prepared and to have the opportunity to gain more research experience.  

He also asked me if I knew about the process by which undergraduates could take 

graduate level coursework in the last twelve hours of their undergraduate programs, 

providing they had completed their degree requirements. 

 When asked about his family’s background regarding education, he said that his 

mother had dropped out of high school and then gone on to earn her GED; she also 

attended community college and had gone through a period where she had considered 

becoming a nurse.  Philip said that his father had graduated from high school but had not 
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attempted college.  Philip mentioned that he had a brother who was three years younger 

who had attended another state university for engineering but had dropped out because of 

a lack of motivation; he also mentioned that he had a brother who was about to graduate 

from high school who had a passion for working with computers and who he anticipated 

would go on to study computer science or computer engineering.  When I asked Philip 

about the role that his family played in his educational goals, he replied: “all my family, 

they’ve not necessarily pushed me because I have always been really excited about all the 

nerdy stuff.  They’ve always encouraged me.  They’ve always been very supportive of all 

the academic strivings” (Philip, interview, page 4, paragraph 48, March 7, 2013).   

Laura 

 Laura was a 24 year old female Caucasian senior majoring in General Studies.  

Laura was pursuing her Bachelor’s degree online and was the only of the participants 

who mentioned that she had been taking classes part-time in previous semesters.  She was 

enrolled as a full-time distance student in the spring semester of 2013.  She also indicated 

that she had attended a community college before enrolling in on-line classes at Elevate 

University in the fall of 2010.  Laura also earned an Associate’s degree and mentioned 

that she planned to graduate in December 2013.  When asked about her family’s 

educational background, Laura stated that her father had earned his Bachelor’s degree 

from Elevate University and that her mother had earned an Associate’s degree and had 

also taken a number of classes at Elevate University.   

 Laura said that she had always wanted to be a teacher, and after she began taking 

classes at Elevate University, she realized that she wanted to teach at the college or 
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university level.  She revealed to me that history was her passion but that she had met 

with some significant resistance regarding this goal.  She stated, “my parents don’t agree 

with my decision to pursue a Master’s or PhD.  Thus I have no support in that regard.  

My friends, however, do support me” (Laura, interview, page 2, paragraph 23, March 22, 

2013).  Laura lives with her parents and siblings, and in the follow-up interview 

mentioned that she had been homeschooled and that her five younger brothers and sisters 

were also being homeschooled and that part of her role in the household was to help her 

younger siblings with their education.  Elevate University is the only university that she 

is considering for her graduate degree, and she plans to relocate to the city where the 

university is located in order to pursue her graduate education. 

Maria 

Maria was a 26 year old female Caucasian senior majoring in General Studies.  

When asked about her educational background, Maria indicated that she had been 

homeschooled for the entirety of her education from kindergarten through grade twelve.  

She worked for a couple of years after completing this portion of her education and 

ultimately went to a community college in her hometown for three years before 

transferring to Elevate University.  She initially chose Elevate University because it 

offered a web-based program that she could do part-time while she also maintain a family 

business while working on her degree; she continued along this path for four semesters 

before moving to the city where Elevate University is located to attend classes full-time.  

Both of Maria’s parents had attended Elevate University: her mother for a semester 

before dropping out, and her father earned his Bachelor’s degree.  She also indicated that 

she had a brother who was attending Elevate University, and among her close family 
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members who influenced her, Maria mentioned that one of her cousins who had passed 

away had been working on a Master’s degree.   

 Maria said that she had felt that she would get a graduate degree from the 

beginning of her college career saying, “I just love school, and I just, you know, want to 

keep going, keep learning, and working in academia” (Maria, interview, page 5, 

paragraph 60, February 21, 2013).  When I asked Maria if that meant that she wanted to 

be a professor, she said that was one of her goals and that she was also considering law 

school.  At the time of our interview, she had applied to five law schools as well as to the 

Sociology department at Elevate University and was planning to graduate in May 2013.  

Maria said of the two paths that she was considering: 

I think that lawyers pretty much make the rules, you know.  They have a whole lot 

of influence.  I think I could do the most good to help people as a lawyer, but I 

think studying sociology is also a good way to contribute, too.  I just love learning 

about people, studying people, working with people, and I think both of those 

careers could be good for that. (Maria, interview, page 7, paragraph 88, February 

21, 2013) 

When I asked Maria if she had considered any other alternatives to pursuing a post 

baccalaureate degree, she said, “if I didn’t get into graduate school or law school, I don’t 

know what I’d do” (Maria, interview, page 8, paragraph 96, February 21, 2013).   

Cade 

 Cade was a 27 year old male Caucasian junior majoring in Human Sciences.  

When asked about his educational background, Cade said that he had graduated from 
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high school in 2003 and started attending classes at a community college near his 

hometown immediately after graduation.  He said that at the time, he was working full-

time in addition to attending classes and became burned out quickly.  He did not return in 

the spring semester of 2004 and reenrolled in the fall semester of 2004 and dropped out 

again.  Cade enlisted in the Air Force in 2005 and after he completed his tour of duty in 

2010, he has been attending continuously, first at the same community college where he 

had started before transferring to another state university and ultimately transferring to 

Elevate University in the spring semester of 2012.  Cade indicated that his mother had 

earned her high school degree and that his father had done vocational training out of high 

school.  He also mentioned that he was the oldest of his siblings: his stepbrother had just 

graduated from Academy University, his brother was a junior in high school, and he had 

a stepsister who had recently graduated from the community college that he had attended.   

 Cade’s long-term goals were somewhat nebulous: 

The hardest thing about my life right now is knowing what I ultimately want to 

do.  Again, as silly as it sounds, like with my undergraduate degree, for example, 

my school is paid for and I love being in school… I’d like to spend a few more 

years in schools, whether that means I’d get the Master’s degree and the go on the 

get the PhD or the Master’s degree and go to law school or just go straight to law 

school from undergraduate.  I’m going to do something.  I know that at a 

minimum, that’s what I’m going to do.  One of those three. (Cade, interview, page 

5, paragraph 68, September 14, 2012) 
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While Cade had somewhat considered spending some time in the workforce after 

completing his bachelor’s degree, this was not a direction that he was seriously 

considering.  Post baccalaureate education seemed from our interviews to be a personal 

challenge for him: 

No one in my family really has anything above an Associate’s or Bachelor’s level 

degrees, and it’s not a contest.  I’m not pressuring myself in any way to turn this 

into a competition, however again, this is a personal accomplishment thing for 

me.  I’ve got the time, I’ve got the availability, and that’s where a lot more of my 

thirst is coming from.  My family is already proud of me, but it would really be 

something to show them what I can do.” (Cade, interview, page 6, paragraph 84, 

September 14, 2012) 

In our follow-up interview, I mentioned that it seemed that Cade’s academic trajectory 

had changed dramatically after he finished his stint in the Air Force.  Cade agreed that 

was the case, saying: 

I was fine being in the military.  The lifestyle didn’t bother me, but I wasn’t happy 

doing what I was doing.  I started missing school, and I took three college classes 

online through a university.  That started getting me motivated again.  I was 

reading books nonstop up there because there was nothing else to do.  I used my 

time wisely and started realizing there’s no reason not to be in school… Ever 

since 2008, my acceleration toward being motivated has been unbelievable 

compared to what it was when I was a kid. (Cade, interview, page 7, paragraph 

76, October 3, 2012) 
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Regina 

 Regina was a 34 year old female Caucasian junior majoring in General Studies.  

Regina had attended a community college before transferring into Elevate University’s 

online Bachelor’s degree program in General Studies.  She began her coursework in the 

fall semester of 2012.  Regina indicated that her parents had both earned their GED’s and 

had attended tech schools, and while she had no siblings, she had an extensive extended 

family with a wide range of educational attainment.  Her paternal grandparents, uncle, 

aunt and a number of cousins had earned Bachelor’s degrees.  Her maternal grandparents, 

aunts, uncles, and cousins had earned high school degrees.  Regina indicated a strong 

desire to be the first person in her family to earn a Doctoral degree.  Her academic goals 

involved earning a Master’s degree in Creative Writing and a Doctoral degree in Creative 

Writing and Literature. 

 Finding employment was an ongoing theme in the interviews with Regina.  She 

said that she was still one of the millions of people who still found themselves 

unemployed after the recession of 2008.  Beyond this, Regina mentioned that she was 

working on writing a novel and was also working on getting a book of poetry published.  

Regina aspires to get a job as a columnist or other career in writing; she also expressed an 

interest in becoming an editor.  
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Table 2: Participant Information 

Pseudonym Age Gender Ethnicity 
University 
Classification Major 

Carrie 20 Female Caucasian Senior Math and Geophysics 
Carole 20 Female Hispanic Junior Nutrition 

James 21 Male 
African-
American Senior Philosophy 

Austin 21 Male Caucasian Senior Advertising/Coms 

Cristina 21 Female Hispanic Senior Communication Studies 

Rachel 21 Female Caucasian Junior 
Community, Family, & 
Addiction Studies 

Jan 21 Female Caucasian Senior Accounting 
Chris 22 Male Caucasian Senior Geography 
Carlos 22 Male Hispanic Senior Psychology 
Eric 22 Male Caucasian Senior Chemistry 
Thomas 22 Male Caucasian Senior Political Science 
Philip 23 Male Caucasian Senior Music 
Laura 24 Female Caucasian Senior University Studies 
Maria 26 Female Caucasian Senior University Studies 
Cade 27 Male Caucasian Junior Human Sciences 

Regina 34 Female Caucasian Junior University Studies 
 

Summary 

 Chapter III explored my motivation behind studying graduate student college 

choice and allowed me to relate my personal background with the subject, as well as my 

journey of understanding of the issue as a professional and as a researcher.  I described 

the design and methodology of the study, as well as the theoretical framework that guided 

my research questions and my approach to the topic.  I also introduced the research 

participants and the institutions that were addressed in my conversations with the 

participants. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I discuss the recurring themes from the interviews with the juniors 

and seniors who are considering graduate school attendance and/or in the midst of the 

college choice process.  Five major themes emerged through my analysis of the contents 

of the interviews and through my review of the college choice literature: prior 

experiences with higher education, influences regarding the pursuit of post-baccalaureate 

education, choices, alternatives to pursuing graduate education, and preparation for 

graduate school.  A number of more nuanced and specific subthemes emerged from these 

general themes and I discuss these subthemes as subsections of the major themes.  As I 

evaluated the information gathered from the participant interviews and began to examine 

the information for trends, I began to realize the complex nature of the graduate student 

college choice process.  Just as the college choice process for high school students 

reflects a tremendous range of influences, from their socioeconomic backgrounds to their 

cultural environments to their personal self-image, the college choice process for 

prospective graduate students is similarly complex and multifaceted.  Predictably, the 

factors influencing the college choice decisions for prospective graduate students are 

markedly different from those of prospective undergraduate students.  For example, 

several of the respondents indicated that the level of encouragement that they received 

from their parents to pursue a graduate degree was quite different from that which they 

had received when they were contemplating their choices for their undergraduate 

programs.  The graduate student college choice process also reflects a transformation of 
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the student as he or she has matured into an adult at least partially resulting from their 

own experiences with higher education.  At the same time, the sixteen interview 

participants represented a range of levels of independence and intrinsic motivation.   As 

expected, the internet played a significant role in the college choice process for the 

majority of the participants as they began their college choice process; visiting the 

websites of the universities of interest seemed to be the logical first step for many – if not 

all – of the participants.  Some of the participants indicated that they had done significant 

levels of online networking with faculty and current graduate students at the universities 

that they were considering.   

Prior Experiences with Higher Education 

 Litten (1982), Kinzie et al. (2004), Bergerson (2009), Paulsen (1990), and others 

who have researched the college choice process for prospective undergraduate students 

have addressed the role that the parents’ education plays in the college choice process.  I 

wanted to expand the discussion regarding the educational culture of the participants’ 

families to allow for the inclusion of the educational backgrounds of other family 

members, including siblings, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins, should the 

participants feel that it is relevant in order to provide a more expansive picture of the 

participants’ educational culture.  A number of the participants were motivated to 

consider graduate education as a way of fitting into their family’s expectations of 

educational attainment, while others had observed the choices that other family members 

had made and viewed graduate education as a way to avoid the consequences these 

choices.  I also found that as students moved into what Kallio (1995) described as “early 

adulthood”, which is defined as the ages of 23-35, a number of the participants began to 
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look to the educational and professional experiences of family members other than their 

parents in a way that does not appear to be as significant in the undergraduate college 

choice research.  The age range that Kallio (1995) describes is significant here because 

five of the sixteen participants fell into the “early adulthood” age range.  The ages of the 

participants ranged from 20-35; the average age of the participants was 22.94; and the 

median age was 22.   

Parents 

 The study’s participants came from a wide range of parental educational 

backgrounds.  Five of the participants, Cade, Cristina, Chris, Philip, and Regina, reported 

that neither of their parents had Bachelor’s degrees, although Chris stated that his mother 

had an Associate’s degree and was working as a Registered Nurse.  Philip indicated that 

his mother had attended community college, and Cristina mentioned that her father had 

attended community college for a period of time.  Two of the participants said that one of 

their parents had earned a Bachelor’s degree.  Maria said that her father had a Bachelor’s 

degree and her mother had attended college for one semester, and Laura said that her 

father had a Bachelor’s degree, and her mother had an Associate’s degree.  Five of the 

participants: Austin, Carlos, Eric, Thomas, and Carole indicated that both of their parents 

had earned Bachelor’s degrees.  While none of the sixteen participants reported that both 

of their parents had graduate degrees, four of the participants had parents who had earned 

a Master’s degree.  James said that his father had a Master’s degree and that his mother 

was in the process of completing her Bachelor’s degree.  Rachel said that her mother had 

a Master’s degree and her father had an Associate’s degree.  Carrie said that her father 

had a Master’s degree and worked toward a PhD for a year before deciding that he 
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wanted to work in industry rather than academia, and her mother has a Bachelor’s degree.  

Jan indicated that her father had earned his Master’s degree later in life and that her 

mother had earned a Bachelor’s degree. 

Siblings 

 Four of the study’s participants, Cade, Cristina, Philip, and Jan, had siblings who 

were currently enrolled in K-12 schools.  Two of the participants, Cristina and Rachel, 

had siblings who had not attempted post-baccalaureate education, while two participants, 

Philip and Thomas, mentioned having siblings who had attempted college or university 

but had dropped out.  Two of the participants, Cade and Cristina, noted that they had 

siblings who had completed a degree at a community college.  Nine of the sixteen 

participants, Austin, Carlos, Cade, James, Maria, Rachel, Eric, Thomas, and Carole, told 

me that they had at least one sibling who was currently enrolled in a Bachelor’s degree 

program or had graduated with their bachelor’s degree. 

Other Relatives  

 Six of the participants, Austin, Cristina, James, Maria, Eric, and Regina indicated 

that members of their extended families had earned post-baccalaureate degrees, and 

several of the participants remarked upon the academic achievements of members of their 

extended families.  James, for example, mentioned that, “my aunt Wendy, she did a PhD 

in microbiology at a prestigious southern university, and she's a professor. And it's 

always been fun, sort of just go and sitting in her classes and things of the sort” (James, 

interview, page 3, paragraph 33, January 25, 2013).  Thomas also indicated the influence 

of his extended family, saying:  
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My cousin graduated from Elevate University and so like that - on my dad's side 

of the family is really big.   Elevate University fans and everything like that.   And 

then on my mom's side, like their all like really, really smart, graduated from 

university at like 18 or 19.  And one's like a top lawyer in D.C.  (Thomas, 

interview, page 4, paragraph 4, January 29, 2013). 

Maria, whose undergraduate major was in University Studies with emphases in 

Psychology, History, and English directly attributed her interest in Psychology to a 

cousin who was working on a Master’s degree in Psychology (Maria, interview, page 3, 

paragraph 42, February 21, 2013).  The influence of a person’s extended family on his or 

her college choice process might also be a reflection of the natural tendency for a person 

to become increasingly involved in the dialogues about professionalism and personal 

achievement as one moves toward the early adulthood period.  Carrie touched on the 

issue of participation in familial dialogues, saying, “only one of my cousins has gone to 

college. I didn't realize that. Yeah. But, she's in the same science field my dad is, so I talk 

to her a lot about all that had been going on” (Carrie, interview, page 3, paragraph 46, 

March 3, 2013). 

I surmised that having one’s extended family positively inclined to graduate 

education would influence a person to strongly consider graduate education, or it may 

make a person feel that pursuing graduate education was an expectation based on the 

performance of others in the family.  Austin articulated this saying: 

I just think higher -- more education after a bachelors is expected of me, by most 

of my family. I'll say that. I would be one of the only ones in my family not 
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pursuing graduate work, except for my mom. So yeah that's probably the biggest 

influence.  (Austin, interview, page 4, paragraph 48, February 25 2013). 

James expressed a similar feeling of expectation that he would pursue a graduate degree: 

So that was always interesting to me and my aunts and uncles, I think maybe 

about five or six of them are lawyers or judges. So they all went to law school.  So 

sort of continuing education was always considered to be the standard. It's a 

minimum qualification.  (James, interview, page 3, paragraph 33, January 25, 

2013). 

Personal Experiences with Higher Education 

One of the factors that is unique to the study of graduate student college choice 

that does not factor into the undergraduate college choice studies is that these participants 

have their own first-hand experiences with higher education to draw upon.  Of the sixteen 

interview participants, seven of them took dual credit or advanced placement (AP) 

courses before matriculating at Elevate University.  Chris and Carlos mentioned that they 

had only taken one dual credit or advanced placement course.  Chris, a senior Geography 

major, said “I did AP Bio and I didn't need it for anything I was doing.”  At the other end 

of the spectrum was Philip, a senior Psychology major, who told me “I did a bunch of AP 

classes. I had all of my basics out of the way except for government and economics by 

the time I got here.”  Of the sixteen participants, ten had attended community college; of 

those students who had attended community college two of them, Cade, a junior Human 

Sciences major, and Laura, a junior General Studies major, earned Associate’s degrees, 

while the other eight participants used their time in community college to accrue transfer 
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credit.  Two of the participants, James, a senior Philosophy student, and Cade had 

attended another university before attending Elevate University.  The three oldest 

participants in the study, Maria (age 26), Cade (age 27), and Regina (age 34), indicated 

that they had not been continuously enrolled, while none of the other thirteen participants 

indicated that there had been any such gaps in their enrollment in an institution of higher 

education. 

Influences Regarding the Pursuit of Higher Education 

Parental Influence: Encouragement 

 Of the sixteen participants interviewed five, Rachel, Philip, Cristina, Carrie, and 

Chris, mentioned that their parents were encouraging them in their consideration of 

graduate education.  This encouragement took a number of different forms for the 

varying participants; the participants whose parents had pursued graduate degrees tended 

to encourage their adult children toward graduate education.  As Carrie stated, “It's good 

because my dad's in the relatively same field and he went to grad school so he 

understands it and encourages me; my mom's just like that stuff is so complicated, I don't 

know how you do that. I'm like okay” (Carrie, interview, page 7, paragraph 92, April 9, 

2013).  One way that parental encouragement may manifest itself is in helping the 

participant with working through the logistics of selecting a graduate program that is the 

best fit for the student.  Chris described this positive influence thus: 

They help me to figure out what's going to be the best fit based on all the 

variables that I'm taking into account.  It's all, you know, like my family, they're 

all in Michigan.  I have an aunt in Tucson, AZ and ASU has a program, but I don't 
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want to go there.  I want to stay away from my family basically and like - and 

everyone understands that that's just how I am and what I want to do.  And they're 

helping to evaluate graduate programs based on money reasons” (Chris, 

interview, page 7, paragraph 61, September 12, 2012). 

At the same time, having parents who did not attend graduate school did not 

necessarily indicate parental or familial discouragement.  Philip described his experience 

with his family’s encouragement, saying:  

All my family, they've not necessarily pushed me because I have always been 

really excited about all the nerdy stuff.  That definitely always encouraged me. 

My grandparents  ... My mom's mom and step dad, they've always been very 

supportive of all the academic strivings and what not.  That's pretty much it.  The 

rest of my family, they've all been supportive, but no one's been especially 

instrumental in saying you should go do psychology or whatever.  It's just kind of 

whatever you want to do/can do, go for it” (Philip, interview, page 4, paragraph 

48, March 7, 2013). 

Parental Influence: Discouragement 

 Four of the sixteen participants indicated that their parents were actively 

discouraging them from pursuing graduate education to varying degrees.  Maria and 

Laura spoke of their parents’ complete disapproval with the possibility of their pursuing 

graduate education.  Maria stated that, “I don't have any parental support at all. I haven't. 

I haven't had any, really, throughout my whole college career -- I've been very self-
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supported and self-motivated” (Maria, interview, page 16, paragraph 168, February 21, 

2013), and Laura said: 

My parents don't agree with my decision to pursue a Master's or PhD. Thus, I 

have no support in that regard.  My parents are great people. I don’t want to give 

the impression that they aren’t. We just disagree over school and my goal of 

pursuing upper-level degrees. They don't mind paying for the rest of my 

Bachelor's as long as I stay at home and go by their rules.  (Laura, interview, page 

2, paragraph 8, March 27, 2013). 

 The other two participants who described being discouraged from pursuing 

graduate degrees by their families were experiencing a more mitigated level of 

discouragement.  Austin stated: 

My mother is like, "don't even think about grad school until you get a job." So, I 

don't know. But that's just because she wants me to graduate and get a job. That's 

what mothers want. So, she doesn't want me to be a student forever.  (Austin, 

interview, page 3, paragraph 24, February 28, 2013). 

It would appear that Austin’s mother’s disinclination to encourage him go pursue 

graduate education is a very different from that of either Maria or Laura’s parents who 

are categorically opposed to the notion of their daughters pursuing graduate degrees.  By 

qualifying the discouragement of graduate school until after he is employed and 

presumably financially independent, this could possibly be attributed to Austin having a 

sibling who is also a current undergraduate. 
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 Carole described her family’s lack of enthusiasm about her pursuit of a graduate 

degree thus: 

Well, my parents really want me to find an internship in Dallas, but it's so limited 

and they're not understanding that. And also, I'm going to be paying for it myself, 

so although I appreciate their input, I'm going to go where I think is best for me. I 

mean, even if it puts me in debt for a little while, like long term it is better I would 

think.  (Carole, interview, page 9, paragraph 110, September 17, 2012). 

Again, Carole is one of the participants who indicated that she had a sibling who was 

currently enrolled as an undergraduate, so some of this lack of enthusiasm for her pursuit 

of graduate education could be attributed to the financial burden of having multiple 

children in college at the same time.  It is also possible that the hesitation regarding 

Carole’s interest in pursuing a graduate degree could be attributed to a lack of 

understanding on the part of her family about the opportunities that are available for 

people entering the workforce with a Bachelor’s degree versus those for people with 

graduate degrees.  Again, this seems to be a less extreme form of discouragement than 

that encountered by Laura and Maria. 

Peer Motivation 

 While the participants who I interviewed did not seem to be highly motivated by 

their peers regarding their interest in pursuing a graduate degree, I did note that in some 

cases a supportive peer group couple help to counteract a lack of support that the 

participants found with their families.  Laura, the participant whose parents seemed to be 

the most opposed to her pursuit of graduate degrees went on to explain that her friends 
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were extremely supportive of her aspirations (Laura, interview, page 2, paragraph 23, 

March 22, 2013 ).  I also noted that having a supportive network of peers are also helpful 

for prospective graduate students who had significant support for their aspirations for 

graduate education within their families.  Carrie, for example who had support from her 

father and also from a cousin, both of whom were in similar fields described the 

importance of having support from her peer group, saying, “It's hard to balance 

sometimes but I have a lot of people in my life that are really understanding of that and 

like how much I; how far I want to go and stuff like that” (Carrie, interview, page 6, 

paragraph 86, April 9, 2013). 

 The influence of the participants’ peers seemed to be more of a consideration as 

they considered what university to choose, particularly as anxieties about the possible 

social isolation should they elect to pursue their graduate degrees at other universities 

began to set in.  Thomas described it in this way: 

It's just - but I think- I think the main influence regarding like friends and family, 

it's just like how comfortable I am like, like our environment.  If I move to Austin 

- I have some friends that I haven't seen them in a couple years and so it'd be 

different having to try to find an apartment, trying to find roommates and all that 

stuff all those little things and on to what weighs my decision in which school to 

choose from, and stuff like that.  (Thomas, interview, page 9, paragraph 101, 

January 29, 2013). 

There is also a sense from a couple of the participants that there is some anxiety about the 

role that their peer groups play as they move from their lives as undergraduates and into 
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the early adulthood stage.  Rachel touched on this, saying, “yeah, my friends did play a 

role because if I went to Austin there goes my bubble. I really just have really close 

friends and that's it, but I put all of my energy into those friends. I call them my MC 

bubble, Mariah and Chris. Chris just graduated” (Rachel, interview, page 13, paragraph 

148, March 6, 2013).  Thomas articulated a similar sentiment: 

I guess my friends just because they don't want to see me leave.  I mean I've 

already had a couple of friends who graduated.  One is already in graduate school 

and then one is working for Elevate University now.  Another group of friends are 

all still going to be here like a year or year and a half.  They're all kind of like--

every time I go over and have dinner or we go out, they'll be like, "Oh, Thomas is 

going to be gone.  (Thomas, interview, page 2, paragraph 20, February 20, 2013) 

It is not entirely clear how significant these anxieties about potentially leaving behind 

one’s undergraduate friends in order to pursue a graduate degree will ultimately be for the 

participants. 

Intrinsic Motivation 

 While Bandura (1997) asserts that the self is socially constructed as we do not live 

our lives in isolation and are products of our circumstances, noting that: 

Efficacy beliefs play an influential mediational role in academic attainment.  The 

extent to which such factors as level of cognitive ability, prior educational 

preparation and attainment, gender, and attitudes toward academic activities 

influence academic performance is partly dependent on how much they affect 
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efficacy beliefs.  The more they alter efficacy beliefs, the greater the impact they 

have on academic attainments.  (p. 216)  

That is to say that one of the most important factors in a prospective graduate student’s 

success or failure in the college choice process is a result of their belief in their ability to 

be successful.  Cade had a particularly interesting take on this: 

Look at Steve Jobs from Apple. He was ... I really liked what he said before he 

died. He said, "Nobody's really smarter than anybody. Everybody's capable of 

doing something extraordinary. It's just a matter of how you apply yourself and a 

matter of how hard you want to work at it." He said, "It's that simple." He said, "I 

was never the genius." He said, "I just had an idea, and I pushed it, and I 

developed it, and it worked out." Anyway, it was something along those lines. 

That helps. That really puts things into an actual perspective you can understand. 

That also helps being motivated. (Cade, interview, page 8, paragraph 83, October 

3, 2012) 

It also makes sense that a strong sense of self-efficacy may help a prospective graduate 

student if he or she is faced with a lack of external moral support or in the face of other 

adversities.  Laura, whose family was actively opposed to her pursuit of a graduate 

degree said in her initial interview: 

I have always wanted to become a teacher. When I began taking classes at Elevate 

University is when I really decided that I want to teach but on the college level. 

Teaching history is my passion. I want to teach with all of my heart.  People have 

also told me that I couldn't do it or I wasn't good enough to make it even this far. I 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

115 

think when someone tells you that you can't do something it makes you try even 

harder to do it. This is what happened to me. I decided that no matter what, I am 

going to go to graduate school and will become a teacher.  (Laura, interview, page 

1, paragraph 12, March 22, 2013) 

In her second interview she went on to say:  

I can be pretty determined. I think part of it is when someone tells you, you can’t 

do that or you shouldn’t do that (not something bad), it makes you want to do it 

even more. I want this more than anything in the world. I have a lot of hurdles I 

have to go over before it can happen though.  (Laura, interview, page 2, paragraph 

8, March 27, 2013) 

Self-efficacy beliefs are not just important for prospective graduate students who lack a 

solid external support system.  Rachel, a prospective graduate student had a great deal of 

support from her mother, who herself had a Master’s degree, said, “it's really just been a 

straight route I want to go because it became like I wanted to make a difference. 

Whenever you're getting stubborn about something, then you make stuff happen” 

(Rachel, interview, page 9, paragraph 112, March 6, 2013).   

Other participants expressed their self-efficacy beliefs by describing their goals.  

Regina, for example, said, “it is my desire to be the first PhD in our family on either side” 

(Regina, interview, page 4, paragraph 5, February 20, 2013), and Maria vocalized a 

similar sentiment, “ever since I got into college, I figured I would get a graduate degree 

because I just love school, and I just, you know, want to keep going, keep learning and 

working in academia” (Maria, interview, page 5, paragraph 60, February 21, 2013).  
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Cade’s main goal regarding higher education was passionately described by his interest in 

learning for its own sake,  

The biggest attraction for all of that is what it does for your mind, as far as 

broadening your mind. It's more education, it's more knowledge, which is 

everything to me. That's what I believe in. I just really like what it can do for you 

as a person, it can... positively, obviously. (Cade, interview, page 5, paragraph 72, 

September 14, 2012). 

Cade spoke a great deal about personal motivation.  He described himself as not having 

been a particularly motivated student in high school, and after high school he had 

attended a few semesters at a community college in his home town, but he said that he 

was working full-time and described being burned out and generally losing interest.  He 

joined the Air Force in 2005, and after spending five years in the military, he found his 

sense of motivation significantly transformed.  Since returning from the military, he said 

that he had been continuously enrolled. (Cade, interview, page 2, paragraph 22, 

September 14, 2012). 

A lot of personal achievement. I honestly as I've gotten older, I love reading 

books, I like learning, I like education, I like school, I like academia. So I... a lot 

of it... as silly as it sounds, is mainly for personal achievement. I don't really want 

to stop at an undergraduate degree. If it's financed all the way through, why not? I 

have nothing but time on my hands and I certainly don't want to waste time, and I 

feel like that would be huge. That would be, to me that's such a positive thing to 
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have something that high up.  (Cade, interview, page 3, paragraph 48, September 

14, 2012) 

Cade’s transformation in personal motivation might be attributed to gaining maturity as 

he moved into the early adulthood period as well as the discipline and perspective that he 

garnered during his stint in the Air Force.  Another factor that appears to be a strong 

motivating factor are the federal and state financial assistance that covers his educational 

costs. 

Not all of the participants in the study had similarly high levels of personal self-

efficacy.  One of the participants, Thomas, who at age 22 was just under Kallio’s (1995) 

minimum age range for being in the early adulthood stage, did not appear to see graduate 

school as a path to achievement so much as a possible way to stave off impending 

adulthood.  Thomas said, “my friends are here, it’s fun, and I already have an apartment.  

I feel like I’m not ready to graduate at one part, I’m still ready to be here and have fun 

and not quite go on the road yet” (Thomas, interview, page 4, paragraph 35, February 20, 

2013).  He went on to say in the same interview: 

I mean in high school you don't  really make decisions, but in college you make 

some decisions, but then there comes a point, it's been easygoing from here on 

and then it gets down to--one thing I find really interesting, not really interesting, 

it's just a fact is how fast time flies.  (Thomas, interview, page 5, paragraph 51, 

February 20, 2013). 
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Job Market Influence 

 Many of the prospective graduate students were strongly influenced in their 

decision to pursue a graduate degree based on the educational expectations for their 

prospective careers.  A number of the students told me about the opportunities that would 

be available to them if they had graduate degrees that would not be possible if they 

attempted to go into their respective fields with just a Bachelor’s degree.  James, Maria 

and Philip all directly expressed an interest in careers in academia, which would not be 

possible without a graduate degree.  While Rachel was not explicitly interested in a 

career in the academy, she discussed a similar need for an advanced degree to meet her 

goals in her first interview: 

I do want to talk therapy, I want to work with families, and honestly in that whole 

field you don't really get respect unless you have a graduate degree, preferably a 

PhD because everyone else, like, "Go be a high school counselor," for all they 

care, and I don't want to do that.  (Rachel, interview, page 11, paragraph 128, 

March 6, 2013)  

Carrie similarly described her prospects thus:  

Well, I know that for my field [geophysics], a lot of them say that if you just have 

a bachelor's, you are sort of  - you can get a job, but you're not going to get  

anywhere after that. You're not going to get promotions or get a raise or anything 

like that. You're stuck. So with a master's, I hope to be able to be able to get 

promotions. And I think about an MBA too so I could do some managing or 

something like that.  (Carrie, interview, page 4, paragraph 56, March 3, 2013)  
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Chris expressed similar fears for career stagnation: 

Because of where I want to be on my career path. It's the step necessary that I feel 

like right now with my geography degree, I have an internship right now where I 

do mapping for the city. I'm taking GPS points, correcting lines, and stuff and 

errors that people have put into the database. And pretty much with my degree, I'd 

stay in a job like that. I wouldn't really progress -- I could progress through the 

company and move up, but very slowly because my position isn't as specified and 

technical as what it could be which is land-planning is what I want to do. And 

that's -- you know, you got to go the step further and get -- I want to be trained to 

do urban and regional land planning and maybe plan transportation systems or 

arterial road networks, subways, anything related to transportation really. That's 

why I feel like if I go and get my master's in that, it will help guide me more into 

that spot than trying to work my way through.  (Chris, interview, page 4, 

paragraph 41, September 12, 2012) 

Other interview participants seemed to be acutely aware of the changes in the U. S. job 

market, where an undergraduate degree is the minimum qualification for entry-level 

employment.  Carole described the career prospects for her field thus: 

Just the field I'm going into. I have to get an internship to become a registered 

dietician and I'd like to go as far in my education as I can. And if you do a 

master's, that sets you up. You could potentially get a doctorate and so I'd like to 

get an internship that also offers a graduate degree. And just to be more 

competitive. And I always think it's more credible, somebody has more 
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credentials I guess. You know, you trust them more. (Carole, interview, page 5, 

paragraph 70, September 17, 2012) 

Thomas echoed similar sentiments about the current job market, albeit in more general 

terms:  

I think especially, like in the job market now, there's ton - I mean, of course 

college graduates have better opportunities, but a graduate student has even better 

opportunities.  I just feel like that. A lot of the jobs I'm considering- after 

graduation now or even after graduate school, like be better for me to have a 

graduate degree.  I'll get better pay and it'll be easier to find a job.  (Thomas, 

interview, page 5, paragraph 60, January 29, 2013) 

Appealing Institutional Characteristics in the Graduate College Choice Process 

 The college choice process is an inherently complex process, both with 

prospective undergraduate students and with graduate students.  It is this multifaceted 

nature that compelled me toward the comprehensive college choice models that pervaded 

the research in the 1980s.  Out of the sixteen participants, the eleven of the prospective 

graduate students, Philip, Carrie, Regina, Carlos, Chris, James, Rachel, Carole, Eric, 

Thomas, and Cristina, indicated that they were considering several graduate schools in a 

range of states or countries.  Five of the prospective graduate students: Laura, Jan, Cade, 

Maria, and Austin were only considering applying to one graduate school.  When I posed 

the question, “what are the characteristics of the universities that you are considering that 

make it appealing to you?” to the participants, the characteristics that emerged were: 

location, funding, program characteristics, faculty, rankings and reputation, and other 
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university specific characteristics.  While these characteristics are discussed separately, 

many of these characteristics are interconnected with each other. 

Location  

 Twelve of the sixteen participants indicated that the location of the university was 

an important factor in their college choice process.  As Regina succinctly stated, “There 

are some places I will not live so any school that comes up from there gets an automatic 

no” (Regina, interview, page 2, paragraph 19, February 6, 2013).   Chris, Carlos, Philip, 

Carrie, and James were looking at universities in a range of states and cities, and James 

and Carlos were also considering international graduate programs.  James was looking at 

a university in Canada and Carlos was strongly considering a university in Spain to 

pursue their graduate degrees.  Regarding location, Chris stated, “For me, being a 

geography major, my geographic location is important, too.  And so I don't know how 

much that factors in to other people who look at graduate school, but for me it's a big 

part” (Chris, interview, page 7, paragraph 61, September 12, 2012).  Chris further 

responded: 

I've looked at all the -- basically there's a planner's website, American Institute of 

Planners, and they have a list of all the schools that offer graduate programs in 

planning. And I narrowed it down based on where I wanted to live. And then I 

ranked it based on the order of how they rank them, whatever ones they feel are 

the more qualified programs. And me a little outdoor adventure man likes the 

mountains the canyons, Colorado came in number one, so that initially went to the 

top of my list and I visited that last February and I got all the information on the 
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program like how far I've come and based on like -- they told me that I was on 

track for acceptance there and just to keep doing what I was doing. And but it 

costs a lot to go there compared to like New Mexico or Utah. And while I want to 

consider both those options, there's also like cultural differences such as possibly 

of living in Utah and in New Mexico, the program isn't as accredited and qualified 

as the Colorado program.  (Chris, interview, page 5, paragraph 43, September 12, 

2012). 

This response helps to illustrate the point that the characteristics that the participants are 

using as they go through their graduate college choice process are fundamentally 

interconnected.  While Chris began by discussing the importance of location in his 

decision-making process as well as the desirability of the location of the university in 

Colorado, his response also indicated the importance of program ranking, cost, and 

regional culture.  Philip had a similarly nuanced response, while he also emphasized the 

importance of location, mentioning that the wanted to move further away from home and 

wanting to live somewhere further north (Philip, interview, page 9, paragraph 105, March 

7, 2013), he also was not ruling out programs based on location: 

It's kind of complicated answer I guess. Holding constant schools having what I 

need as far as research.  Yes. Then location would be highly important, but that ... 

those two things kind of ... As important as location is to me those two things 

definitely supersede it. Not taking anything else into account, I guess you would 

say that location isn’t that important. (Philip, interview, page 3, paragraph 31, 

March 22, 2013) 
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While the location of a university is significant to Philip, ultimately his area of 

academic interest, a blend of social and quantitative psychology (Philip, interview, page 

9, paragraph 105, March 7, 2013), is a more significant factor for him in his college 

choice process.  I found that a number of the respondents said that issues of location and 

cost were interconnected as well.  Carlos, for example, responded, “I've been looking into 

Flagship University just because I like the city.  I've been looking at a few colleges in 

California, but I kind of want to stay in the state just because of the pricing” (Carlos, 

interview, page 4, paragraph 57, March 21, 2013). 

 Proximity to family also was a factor for Carrie, who said: 

I have been mostly looking at schools in the Southwestern US because I want to 

stay within this area. Not really-- I never really traveled when I was younger, so 

I'm not--and I don't really have family anywhere else, like we're all in the state. 

So, I really want to stay down here, because I mean, if I go somewhere else, 

there's not really anything there. (Carrie, interview, page 4, paragraph 62, March 

3, 2013). 

While this is the reverse of Philip’s motivation to move further away from his family, it is 

a theme that came up with several of the participants who were largely looking to stay 

within the state. 

Six of the participants: Austin, Cade, Cristina, Eric, Jan, and Maria were 

exclusively considering universities within the state for a variety of reasons, many of 

which are not remarkably different from those of the prospective graduate students who 

are looking at a wider range of graduate programs.  Austin cites the importance of the 
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more affordable in-state tuition in his college choice process: “I am considering Elevate 

University and other universities, just stay within the state. Obviously if you go outside 

the state, it gets really expensive” (Austin, interview, page 5, paragraph 58, February 25, 

2013).  Others indicated a desire to stay close to family.  Proximity to home was a 

primary motivating factor for Jan who said, “I didn't really look into any other schools 

besides Elevate University. It is close to where I grew up” (Jan, interview, page 2, 

paragraph 27, January 24, 2013).  Eric, for example, said:  

That's why I'm staying in the state. I want to be at least kind of close to my 

family. If not, a plane flight you can go anywhere. That's expensive. A car ride 

away, five hours, it's kind of far, but it's not the end of the world.  (Eric, interview, 

page 9, paragraph 130, September 10, 2012). 

At the same time, location was not Eric’s only motivation for staying in the state; 

program rankings were tied into his desire to stay reasonably close to his family: 

Elevate University for one just because I've been here for a while; also Flagship 

University because they have the fifth best in the nation for chemistry. If I could 

get in there, that would be pretty great.  Aside from that I haven't really found 

another place that I would like to go. I want to stay in the state. I don't really want 

to move too far away. I just want to be in here right now. Those are my choices.  

(Eric, interview, page 7, paragraph 100, September 10, 2012). 

Eric’s response seems to echo Philip’s response about the importance of the program and 

it is comparative prestige outweighing the geographical location of the university.  Part of 

this might be attributed to a comment that Jan made when asked about her choice to 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

125 

complete her graduate degree at Elevate University: “although this is a place I would 

never move back to, but I am enjoying exploring the opportunity and continuing my time 

here” (Jan, interview, page 2, paragraph 27, January 24, 2013 ). 

 Cade’s motivation to staying in the state and with continuing on with his graduate 

degree at Elevate University was partially financial, “It's relatively, it a cheaper division I 

school, which is a positive thing, me saying that” (Cade, interview, page 6, paragraph 86, 

September 14, 2012), and he went on to cite the financial benefits to not looking outside 

of the state for a graduate program, saying:  

This coming spring, I will exhaust all of my federal money, however being a 

veteran serving out of the state, the state has the same kind of plan that will kick 

in for additional time and semesters so I'm blessed in that regard, too.  So that will 

cover anything that I pursue past undergraduate as long as I stay in the state. 

(Cade, interview, page 3, paragraph 46, September 14, 2012) 

At the same time, Cade, 27, who fell well into the early adulthood age group in this study 

discussed the advantage of feeling settled into the community that surrounds Elevate 

University: 

There's no reason for me to go anywhere else.  I will probably stay right here in 

for graduate school.  I'm settled. There's, there's really no reason for me to move 

anywhere else and pack up again and go through all of that. (Cade, interview, 

page 4, paragraph 60, September 14, 2012). 
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Funding 

Funding Undergraduate Education 

One of the questions that I asked the participants was “how have you financed 

your education thus far?”  Some of my motivation for this came from Litten’s college 

choice model which asserts that questions of financing an undergraduate education speak 

to a person’s background and to issues of public policy.  The literature indicates that there 

is a correlation between student debt and their inclination toward graduate school.  Fox 

(1992) noted that “those students who did not borrow had a higher propensity to enter 

GPS [graduate and professional school] than those who did” (p. 671) and also noted that 

“students with unusually high debt levels may be deterred from attending GPS (p. 673).  

Seven of the sixteen participants: Austin, Carlos, Cristina, Eric, Carrie, Thomas, Carole, 

and Laura volunteered that their parents assisted them with their higher education 

expenses as they pursued their undergraduate careers. Two, Eric and Jan, reported that 

while their parents didn’t help with the cost of tuition, they did help with living expenses.  

Seven of the participants, Philip, Rachel, Maria, James, Chris, Cade, and Regina, stated 

that they had relied on a combination of scholarships and student loans to fund their 

education. 

 A number of the participants were not active participants in the funding of their 

education.  Carlos, for example stated that, “Mostly I just do loans but my dad hired some 

lady to really take care of all that stuff for us, so I don't really know much about it to be 

honest” (Carlos, interview, page 3, paragraph 43, March 21, 2013), which illustrates a 

sense of removal from personal investment in the funding of his undergraduate education.  

One possibility for this might be that Carlos at age 22 was not quite at the early adulthood 
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stage of maturity and therefore might not have as strong of an understanding of the 

importance of involvement in the financing of his education.  At the same time, it 

illustrated Fox’s observation that male students tended to be less averse to the concept of 

borrowing money to finance their education than female students.  One of the other 

participants, Chris, mentioned that his education had been financed exclusively with, 

“Loans. And I have taken a few personal loans and then whatever government 

educational loans I could get, that's what I get” (Chris, interview, page 4, paragraph 35, 

September 12, 2012); Chris seemed somewhat more involved in the funding of his 

education than Carlos, and he also did not appear to be concerned about student loan 

debt. 

 Cristina and Austin both explained that their undergraduate degrees were being 

financed by their families; while Cristina did not discuss any limits to the parental 

subsidizing of her education, Austin mentioned that his parents’ financial support was 

finite, “My parents said, we'll pay for your first four years, anything after that's on your 

own dime” (Austin, interview, page 4, paragraph 46, February 25, 2013).  Cade’s 

education, both at the undergraduate and graduate level would be fully funded because of 

his veteran’s benefits: “So far I've been blessed. I'm a veteran, so the VA pays for all it” 

(Cade, interview, page 3, paragraph 44, September 14, 2012). 

Continuing with the interconnected nature of the factors that influence students in 

their college choice processes, Austin went on to say that because he was anticipating 

having to secure his own funding, either through loans or through his prospective 

graduate department, he was exclusively focusing on universities in the state so that he 
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would be eligible for in-state tuition.  Austin also indicated that he was considering other 

hybrid methods for possibly financing his graduate education: 

Financial aid, I don't know. I'm involved in stock options right now. Trying to -- 

like stock options, it's kind of risky and your pay out isn't that much. So you put in 

$1500 and you might get back $2200 on a good month. My mother helps me with 

that. She's a day trader. So that's where -- forgot to mention that earlier. My 

mother's a day trader. My father is -- he's involved in the market but not as much 

as my mother. And I just started taking a personal -- I guess -- Dave Ramsey, he's 

like this finance guru. He's -- they're having like, this class at my -- this Baptist 

church that I go to. I'm the youngest one there by like 40 years but I'm – I just 

want to get a good financial background before I move out of the NASDAQ and 

maybe go away because I've grown up here. My parents live down the street so I 

just -- but I probably -- I can't rely on stock options and I can't rely on what little 

money I have right now. So financial aid or student loans or something of that sort 

will need to come into play at least after the first year. I could just subsidize my 

way through the first year but outside of that, I don't think I have enough cushion 

for that. (Austin, interview, page 9, paragraph 100, February 25, 2013). 

Funding Graduate Education 

 The process by which students fund their graduate studies is quite different from 

that used to fund their graduate programs.  Generally students find that they have 

exhausted any financial benefits for which they might have been eligible, and funding 

through sources like the Pell Grant program are general not available to graduate 
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students.  At the same time, many university departments provide funding to a number of 

their graduate students, particularly those whom they are eager to recruit into their 

programs.  I asked the students “have you researched the financial aid options that are 

available to you to pursue graduate education” as a separate question from my question 

about what characteristics of a university were attractive to them because while both 

matters relate to what Litten categorizes as “college characteristics,” funding for higher 

education is also a public policy issue and has implications regarding access to higher 

education.  It is also frequently considered to be one of the central issues for a student’s 

selection of one graduate program over another.  Regina stated that departmental funding 

was a vital component in her choice of a graduate program  

(Regina, interview, page 2, paragraph 19, February 7, 2013), saying that “I cannot pay 

out of pocket” to pursue a graduate degree (Regina, interview, page 2, paragraph 20, 

February 7, 2013).  Jan expressed similar sentiments saying, “I am in need of scholarship 

compensation since graduate school will demand more time” (Jan, interview, page 2, 

paragraph 23, January 24, 2013).  Austin addressed the issue of funding and the 

possibility of working for a company that would help to subsidize his graduate degree 

adding to the complexity of his college choice process: 

I guess another reason why I'm waiting is because I've had two friends get jobs 

and they're like, "Man, I really want to go to grad school but I just don't want to -- 

I'm just so deep in debt." And then the company pays for them to go back to grad 

school.  I would be so upset. If I lodge myself into all this money issues and then 
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the company is like, "Well, we would have paid for it.  (Austin, interview, page 3, 

paragraph 30, February 28, 2013) 

 The issue of departmental funding was an issue that Philip, James, and Eric, in 

particular had explored at some length, while Jan mentioned that she had explored a bit 

but implied that she had not explored it as much as she feels necessary (Jan, interview, 

page 2, paragraph 23, January 24, 2013).  Eric noted that programs in science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields routinely fund their graduate 

students saying:  

Most of the chemistry programs have some TA or research assistants' thing where 

you get paid. They pay for your tuition or pay you a couple thousand dollars a 

month to work and do research and go to class. It's ... I shouldn't have too much 

problem with paying for graduate school.  (Eric, interview, page 10, paragraph 

142, September 10, 2012) 

Philip, who is interested in Doctoral programs in Psychology touched on the correlation 

between the competitiveness of a program’s admissions and its level of financial support 

for its graduate students: 

It kind of varies from school to school obviously.  In general, kind of the most 

prestigious schools, if you get into their PhD programs then funding is guaranteed 

through tuition remission and then there are teaching assistants and stuff on top of 

that.  For most of the harder-to-get-into schools, including the universities that I 

am considering in Ohio, New York, and Washington and all those, it would be 

one of those deals, where it's hard to get into partially because they only take a 

few students so that they can pay for them all. Some of the other ones, it would 
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definitely be a matter of applying for government aid or whatever, and all the aid 

that they have through their school.  Then there are outside grants from The 

National Science Foundation and those sorts of things.  The National Institute of 

Health, all those, which depending on where you are in psychology it may not 

necessarily fit.  That's definitely one of the things.  Something where hopefully if 

I get into the schools that I really want to get into, that won't be an issue. There's 

always the possibility that I end up at a university in New Mexico, and they don't 

have a lot to pay for me, so I have to figure something out.  (Philip, interview, 

page 10, paragraph 107, March 7, 2013). 

James described weighing the difference between the Philosophy programs where he 

would be admitted into the Master’s degree programs versus being admitted as a Doctoral 

student: 

With the schools I'm looking at, specifically the typical package, five years fully 

funded if you're doing a PhD program. However here - this - programs at Elevate 

University and also a university in Illinois, doing her master's program. So I've 

talked to - I have a friend who actually graduated from the Illinois Master’s 

program philosophy and he was telling me basically, if I were to get accepted 

because I am a minority, I would automatically receive the African-American 

scholarship because they typically have only one or two in every class.  (James, 

interview, page 10, paragraph 102, January 25, 2013). 

James is also strongly considering a graduate program in Canada and described the issue 

of funding at that university: 
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Or - it's just sort of depends. Haven't really looked at anything outside of that. 

Because the funding at the university that I am most interested in is $18,000. But I 

think 11,000 is in the tuition fees and then it's a $7000 that's for living. I've talk to 

people who've said, "Yeah, you can work on campus in the writing center" or 

things of this sort. I've looked at TA ships other grants and I know - but most of 

the schools I've looked at, I've sort of built relationships with professors who are 

willing to have me TA in my first semester.  (James, interview, page 10, 

paragraph 104, January 25, 2013). 

Program Characteristics  

 Five of the sixteen participants, James, Philip, Jan, Carole, and Regina, discussed 

specific characteristics that they were looking for in the graduate programs that they were 

considering.  Jan was attracted to the Master’s degree in accounting program because of a 

combination of factors: “my program does not require the GRE. And I did not have any 

other aspiration to go elsewhere for graduate school since Elevate University offers a 5 

year program, unlike many other schools outside of the state” (Jan, interview, page 1, 

paragraph 24, January 24, 2013).  The characteristics that Regina is seeking in 

prospective degree programs, that of the option for pursuing a graduate degree online, 

reflects the desire of many students: “it has to have at least a master’s degree in creative 

writing or related, preferably an online based creative writing graduate degree; a blended 

online and traditionally delivered degree program will work, too” (Regina, interview, 

page 2, paragraph 14, February 6, 2013). 
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 The prospective graduate students interviewed for this study reflected an 

interesting range of interests and levels of specificity in the degree programs 

characteristics that they were considering.  Austin, for example, who seemed to be less 

committed to pursuing a graduate degree stated that he was interested in a general 

communications program and was not looking on focusing on a specific aspect of 

communications (Austin, interview, page 5, paragraph 44, February 28, 2013).  Carole 

was looking for an academic department that offered a range of concentrations within her 

department to allow for more in-depth exploration of the range of foci within her 

discipline:  

I've been looking at a university in Missouri because their internship offers a grad 

degree and they have a lot of different focuses. I'm not sure if they do have food 

service, but I know they have pediatrics and geriatrics. And so they have a broad 

range of different ways to go.  (Carole, interview, page 7, paragraph 88, 

September 17, 2012). 

Philip represented the most specific range of the spectrum regarding departmental 

characteristics: 

What I want to go to for grad school is kind of mixed between social psychology 

and quantitative psychology.  Social, there's a lot of universities. Obviously every 

university that has a psychology program pretty much has a social psychology 

program.  Quantitative is a little more restricted as far as the university field, just 

because there's maybe 19-25 or so new PhD's in quantitative psychology a year 
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for the entire country.  So it's not a real big field. (Philip, interview, page 5, 

paragraph 56, March 7, 2013). 

James mentioned that he was interested in universities with programs that very 

specifically matched his range of academic interests: “Typically when I'm looking at the 

universities, I look for specializations that mesh with mine. Political philosophy, 

aesthetics, Africana philosophy, or African-American studies in general” (James, 

interview, page 9, paragraph 95, January 25, 2013).  Both James and Philip seem to be 

looking for fairly specific programs, one of the factors that they have in common is that 

they are both looking to ultimately earn Doctoral degrees and enter academia, and they 

both seem to be cultivating multifaceted academic interests that will help to position them 

to be nimble scholars and researchers as they move into their academic careers. 

Faculty  

 Of the sixteen participants, Carrie, James, Philip, Eric, and Thomas spoke 

specifically of the key role that faculty play in their college choice processes.  For 

Thomas, it was important to work with faculty members who had similar ideologies and 

engaging teaching styles: 

I mean Elevate University isn't as big as Flagship University, but I mean I like it 

so far.  I mean all the courses are really good.  I haven't had a course work like 

"no, I don't agree with any of these things," things like that.  And so I mean 

everything - especially with my graduate degree.   It would be like in international 

relations, the courses I've taking here with some of the professors that also teach 

in the graduate level course.  I really like how they taught and stuff like that. And 
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so it's definitely a good influence.  (Thomas, interview, page 9, paragraph 105, 

January 29, 2013) 

Eric echoed a similar sentiment about basing at least part of his decision making process 

on his familiarity with the faculty in the Chemistry department at Elevate University as 

well as feeling comfortable with the pervading teaching styles of the department: 

One reason I am thinking about staying here is that I already know a lot of the 

professors. I like most of the professors here. I like their teaching styles and the 

research that they're doing. I've heard them talk about their projects and things in 

classes that I've had.  They're doing interesting work.  That helps.  (Eric, 

interview, page 9, paragraph 138, September 10, 2012). 

 Carrie, James, and Philip identified the importance of seeking out graduate 

programs with faculty members who share their research interests as being one of the 

most, if not the most, significant factor in their college choice process.  Carrie stated that, 

“I'm more focused on like choosing someone to work with; research oriented because I've 

been research oriented for two years now” (Carrie, interview, page 2, paragraph 18, April 

9, 2013), and James echoed this saying, “I look for professors who are publishing in the 

type of work that I look to be doing” (James, interview, page 9, paragraph 95, January 25, 

2013). 

 Similarly, Philip also spoke about the tremendous importance of the availability 

of faculty who are doing similar research while also again illustrating the interconnected 

nature of the various factors in the college choice process: 
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Really, it just kind of comes down to the faculty.  If there was a school in New 

York City that was amazing and having a school in a cool neighborhood or 

whatever, that'd be great.  If they didn't have anyone doing what I want to do, then 

there's no point.  That's kind of the overriding motive is to find faculty members 

doing research I want to do. (Philip, interview, page 9, paragraph 105, March 7, 

2013) 

Again, it is telling that Carrie, James, and Philip are looking at universities with faculty 

members who are doing the kind of research that they are interested in pursuing.  This 

appears to be indicative of a high level of motivation to become peers with the faculty 

with whom they hope to work.   

Rankings and Reputation  

 The impact that a university’s ranking has on a graduate student’s college choice 

process is nebulous at best.  While the college and university rankings by U.S. News and 

World Report, (USNWR) which have been published since 1983, is likely the most well-

known of the college ranking reports, Griffith and Rask (2007) question the ability of a 

publication’s ability to capture the full experience of a university in a single number.  

They go on to write about the effect of university’s ranking, “The USNWR ranking is but 

one indicator of the academic quality of an institution. However, even though it has been 

in existence for some time and is very popular, we have little empirical evidence about its 

influence on college choice” (p. 245).  One of the participants commented on the issue of 

university ranking, saying, “I guess number one would be its program, how good it's 

supposedly ranked, which that's still all relative and doesn't mean anything half the time” 
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(Chris, interview, page 8, paragraph 65, September 12, 2012).  At the same time Eric 

mentioned that he was considering a particular university because it was highly ranked 

(Eric, interview, page 10, paragraph 139, September 10, 2012). 

 Two prospective graduate students mentioned that they had done research, not on 

how a particular college or university was ranked as a whole but had researched how 

particular programs were ranked by the professional organizations in their area of 

interest.   

When asked about the issue of rankings, Rachel said: 

Yes. There's a school rating system on psychology, when I was looking at 

psychology it was psychology schools, programs, and they rated all of these 

universities. The only ones from [from this state] that were on the list Flagship 

University was number 13, the next one was a private university which was down 

at something like 73, so it was like, “Ugh, it just doesn't compare.  (Rachel, 

interview, page 13, paragraph 141, March 6, 2013). 

Chris, who had expressed ambivalence about the significance of university rankings also 

went on to say that he had begun his choice process by looking at the rankings on the 

professional website for his prospective career and had used that information to begin his 

choice process but was clear that institutional rankings were just a part of his process 

(Chris, interview, page 5, paragraph 43, September 12, 2012). 

 Name recognition and overall reputation seemed to be more significant to the 

participants who were interviewed for this study.  Thomas commented on the matter of a 

university having high name recognition: 
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I think part of it has the name value.  I mean Flagship University is definitely like 

a really good school and I haven't been there.  I mean, I've  been to the campus 

but I haven't taken courses and stuff like that but I would  assume  that  having  

the  paper  saying,  you  know  I've finished  a  graduate  course  at  Flagship 

University  would  have  a  really  high standing, rather than having it from like [a 

university in Illinois or Ohio] or something.  And so I think, that's one thing, it's 

just like the name-value from Flagship University is prestigious like that.  

(Thomas, interview, page 9, paragraph 103, January 29, 2013). 

Eric echoed this, saying: 

Everyone's heard of Flagship University. Everyone's probably heard of Elevate 

University too. People that don't have any relation to Flagship University root for 

them all the time. There's that kind of aspect. They're really well-known.  As far 

as getting a job, that'll help later.  (Eric, interview, page 10, paragraph 139, 

September 10, 2012) 

 Two of the participants mentioned developing an understanding of the 

comparative prestige of the university that they were considering based on the generally 

positive composite image of the programs that they were considering had generated.  

Thomas said of the program that he was considering, “I'm doing human factors, and I 

don't know if you know, but everyone's told me to stay here because this is one of the 

best schools for human factors” (Carlos, interview, page 4, paragraph 55, March 21, 

2013).  Rachel had a similar statement regarding another course of graduate study that 

she was considering, “Elevate University has a really great family therapy program and 
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since I want to do family-based therapy, it seems like a strong possibility” (Rachel, 

interview, page 13, paragraph 142, March 6, 2013).   

University Specific Characteristics 

 There are so many factors that elude quantifying in systematic college ranking 

publications.  Some of these include factors that are unique to a particular university, 

such as personal or familial allegiance to a particular university, the history of a 

university, and the institutional culture. 

 The institutional culture of a university was important to several of the 

prospective graduate students who participated in these interviews.  Some identified 

aspects of the university’s school spirit, traditions, and overall reputation as being 

important.  Jan, for example said: 

I am drawn to colleges who have a good spirit and outlook. The university must 

have a good reputation from both the adult outlook, but also the young high 

school student outlook. I think many students make careless decisions when they 

choose to go to smaller schools because of location or "party motives." Smaller 

schools like this are around the same price as Elevate University, but don't have 

near as many successful alumni contacts for future reference or credibility as 

Elevate University outside of the state.  (Jan, interview, page 2, paragraph 35, 

January 24, 2013) 

Austin echoed this, saying: “I love this school and the red to black. A lot of schools don't 

have that kind of school spirit” (Austin, interview, page 5, paragraph 46, February 28, 

2013).   
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There are other aspects of institutional culture that factor into a prospective 

graduate student’s college choice process.  Cade mentioned a campus climate that was 

veteran friendly as being important to his particular college choice process, “Elevate 

University is predominately very military friendly, a fairly military friendly community.  

Nice place.  I mean there's really anything that I've found that's negative, for the most 

part.  Nothing major at all” (Cade, interview, page 6, paragraph 86, September 14, 2012).  

Yet another participant mentioned that he felt that the history of the campus was a factor 

that he considered in his college choice process.  James said of the university that he was 

considering in Canada:  

The history of the University is always appealing or the history of the area. I 

know Nova Scotia has a really strong history because in the 1700s when the 

British were offering slaves freedom if they were to fight in the war whenever 

they fought, they would go to Nova Scotia. So I thought that was interesting. 

(James, interview, page 9, paragraph 96, January 25, 2013). 

James’ interest as an African-American male in attending an institution that is consistent 

with his interest in the history and philosophies of oppressed peoples, and his primary 

personal identification as an African-American.  One imagines other prospective graduate 

students might be similarly influenced by their ethnicity, religious affiliation, sexual 

orientation, gender, or other innate factors and would actively seek a college or university 

that would be internally consistent with their identities. 

 Family affiliations to an institution also came up as a factor in at least one of the 

participant’s college choice process.  Laura stated, “Elevate University has always been 
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the college I wanted to attend. I wanted to be a part of a student body that parents were a 

part of” (Laura, interview, page 2, paragraph 25, March 22, 2013).  Thomas mentioned a 

sense of pressure from his father to attend his father’s Alma Mater, saying: “I was talking 

about Flagship University because my dad is a Flagship University graduate and he was 

always going on and on about it” (Thomas, interview, page 8, paragraph 99, January 29, 

2013).   

At the same time, personal familiarity and a sense of home was a factor for 

several of the participants.  Austin mentioned that being from the small city where 

Elevate University was located made him more strongly inclined to attend graduate 

school at Elevate University (Austin, interview, page 5, paragraph 46, February 28, 

2013).  Maria said, “I love Elevate University, and my apartment's good. I got a good 

location, everything. I love the campus, the faculty, everybody's really great here” 

(Maria, interview, page 6, paragraph, 76. February 21, 2013).  Despite Thomas receiving 

familial pressure to attend the university of which his father is an alumnus, he expressed 

feeling a general sense of familiarity at Elevate University: 

I'm looking at Elevate University primarily because I already have a house here 

and live here with all my friends like that.  One thing is the small city where 

Elevate University is located because it's super cheap to live in. I mean the house 

that I'm at is ridiculous cheap, and I have two good friends there so rent is really 

cheap; living expenses really cheap, and I mean it's a good environment. I enjoy 

Elevate University and the town and so that's definitely a big reason for me to stay 
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here for grad school.  (Thomas, interview, page 6, paragraph 76, February 21, 

2013). 

Rachel echoed the theme of familiarity saying, “Elevate University, because I'm starting 

to know pretty much everyone in that field, and I'm really close to my family” (Rachel, 

interview, page 12, paragraph 137, March 6, 2013).   

While institutional and regional familiarity is a factor for some of the participants, 

it should be noted that familiarity with a place is a deterrent for other prospective 

graduate students as they go through their college choice process.  Chris described 

choosing institutions based on their geographical distance from his family saying: 

My family, they're all in Michigan.  I have an aunt in Arizona and one of the 

universities there has a program, but I don't want to go there.  I want to stay away 

from my family basically and like - and everyone understands that that's just how 

I am and what I want to do.   (Chris, interview, page 7, paragraph 61, September 

12, 2012) 

Philip echoed a similar sentiments in several points in his interviews about ideally 

preferring to live in a large urban area either in the Pacific Northwest or in the 

northeastern United States.   

 Other participants indicated that they were particular characteristics of their 

prospective program, department, or facilities that were available at a particular 

university that made them consider them over other universities.  One factor for Carrie 
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was the size and composition of the departments as she was considering her various 

options for graduate programs: 

I think the size of the department is really important.  Elevate University is pretty 

big, but compared to Flagship University and Academy University, it's probably 

smaller, which I like. And I really like the smaller departments. Because I know, 

like, the department at Flagship University is huge, the department at City 

University is huge, and so I really like the closer-knit, smaller departments where 

everybody knows everybody. And you really-- and you can even talk to them one-

on-one about what they've been doing. I really like that kind of like environment. 

That's kind of it. I don't really know what else.  (Carrie, interview, page 10, 

paragraph 117, March 3, 2013). 

I would hypothesize that having specific interest in the size of her prospective department 

is also telling of the level of collaboration with her fellow graduate students and with the 

graduate faculty as she is pursuing her graduate studies.   

 Facilities and unique university resources were factors for Carole and Laura.  

Carole stated: “I've also considered going to Metro South University because they have 

really good access to the it’s located in a major city and has access to all of the medical 

centers in the city” (Carole, interview, page 7, paragraph 90, September 17, 2012).  For 

Laura, her interest in was focused on an archive that was housed at Elevate University, 

“My main interest is the Vietnam Archive. I want to study military history, particularly 

the Vietnam War. Elevate University is the foremost place to do this” (Laura, interview, 

page2, paragraph 25, March 22, 2014). 
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Possible Alternatives to Pursuing a Graduate Degree 

 The question of whether there were alternatives to pursue a Master’s or Doctoral 

degree brought out some of the more ambiguous responses among the participants.  One 

possible reason was that the call for participants solicited juniors and seniors who were 

considering graduate school.  While four of the sixteen participants, Carlos, Carrie, Jan, 

and Laura, said that there were no viable alternatives for them beyond pursuing a 

Master’s or Doctoral degree, six of the participants, Austin, James, Eric, Thomas, Regina, 

and Carole, cited non-specific possibilities of pursuing jobs after earning their Bachelor’s 

degrees.  Four of the sixteen participants, James, Maria, Cade, and Austin, mentioned that 

attending law school was a consideration for their post graduate work; while James, 

Austin, and Cade stated that law school was or had been a path that they had considered, 

they both seemed to have largely ruled out this option and were more interested in 

pursuing Master’s or Doctoral degrees.  Three of the participants, Rachel, Philip, and 

Chris, mentioned specific alternatives to attending graduate school, although Philip went 

on to say that he definitely wanted to get a PhD. 

Law School as a Possible Consideration 

 For the purpose of this study, I consider law school to be distinctly different for 

graduate school.  While there might be some areas of graduate college choice research 

that overlap, the admissions process is entirely different from that of graduate school and 

the sources of funding between graduate school and law school share little similarity, the 

rates of admission are dramatically lower for law schools than for graduate schools, and 

law schools and graduate schools are not accredited by the same governing bodies and 

law schools are not included in the institutional descriptions employed by the Carnegie 
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Classification system.  To further illustrate this point, the law school at Elevate 

University (2014) admitted 218 new students for the fall 2013 semester whereas the 

graduate school admitted 1,394 students to its graduate programs, as a result many 

students simultaneously consider the possibility of both law school and graduate school 

as equally serious courses of study.  This point is illustrated by Maria who said: 

I think that lawyers pretty much make the rules, you know. They have a whole lot 

of influence. I think I could do the most good to help people as a lawyer, but I 

think studying sociology is also a good way to, you know -- I just love learning 

about people, studying people, working with people, and I think both of those 

careers could be good for that” (Maria, interview, page 7, paragraph 88, February 

21, 2013). 

Maria went on to say that if she were admitted into both the law school and the Master’s 

degree program in Sociology, she would choose law school (Maria, interview, page 7, 

paragraph 88, February 21, 2013).  When I conducted the initial interview with Maria, 

she had submitted applications to five law schools as well as the Sociology department at 

Elevate University (Maria, interview, page 5, paragraph 66, February 21 2013).  In her 

last email to me, Maria said that she would be able to meet with me sometime after spring 

break, but she did not respond to subsequent emails.  Unfortunately, as a result,  I was not 

able to learn more about the responses to her applications for admission and her 

subsequent college choice process. 

At the same time, students are aware of the difficult odds for getting into law 

school as well as of the challenging nature of work that one must undertake as a law 
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student and even the complexities of entering the legal profession.  Austin described this 

situation, saying: 

Yeah, the dilemma. I'm leaning now more towards grad school. Law school just -- 

there are so many lawyers and I heard this horrible, threatening statistic that 

something like 10% of lawyers make 90% of lawyer fees or 90% make 10 % or 

it's something really threatening, and there are so many people in law school and I 

don't know.  I just think grad school - you could work for so many more 

companies and do so much better than - I don't think I could - I don't think I want 

to be a lawyer anymore.  I don't know.  It's just kind of - You really have to want 

it and I don't really want it.  (Austin, interview, page 4, paragraph 36, February 

28, 2013) 

 Other participants mentioned that they had considered law school in the past and 

had dismissed the possibility as not being something that they were truly interested in 

pursuing.  James stated: 

Other than that, I was considering going to law school for a while, but I ended up 

figuring out that I wouldn't feel comfortable defending people who were guilty or 

prosecuting people who were innocent, and I would also be  extremely bored just 

doing paperwork. So that's why I decided against that.  (James, interview, page 7, 

paragraph 75, January 25, 2013)  

For another Cade, a participant who was classified as a junior at the time of his interview, 

was truly juggling a seemingly overwhelming array of possibilities, including law school: 
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And that's why honestly, and that's why I'd like to spend--people think I'm crazy, 

but I'd like to spend a few more years in schools. Whether that means I'd get the 

master's degree and go on to get the PhD or the master's degree and go on to law 

school.  Or just go straight to law school from undergraduate.  I'm going to do 

something.  I know at a minimum that's what I'm going to do.  One of those three. 

(Cade, interview, page 5, paragraph 67, September 14, 2012) 

Job Opportunities and Ambiguity  

While the call for participants intrinsically appealed to students who were 

considering graduate school and who, as juniors and seniors, were at the stage in their 

academic careers where they were being forced by the time constraint of impending 

graduation to choose the course of action, I received responses from several participants 

who were tentatively considering going into the workforce as a possibility, but who were 

more strongly inclined toward pursuing a graduate degree.  Carole described this 

situation thus: 

I've considered just going straight into working with just a nutrition degree, but I 

don't like that idea as much, although I could immediately start working and start 

gaining money. It's not-- you know, you're not licensed. And so I'd rather just go-- 

I don't know. I kind of see the graduate degree as the only option. And I mean, I 

could get an internship without the degree available, but I'd really rather have the 

option to because I want to get the highest credentials I can.  (Carole, interview, 

page 6, paragraph 82, September 17, 2012) 
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Cristina echoed a similar process in weighing the possibility of pursuing a graduate 

degree or going directly into the job market:  

I'm not really sure. If I graduate now and I didn't do graduate school then I would 

probably apply to PR firms or for PR internships and then they could hire me on 

after that. I think that's what I want to stick with the most.  (Cristina, interview, 

page 5, paragraph 64, March 6, 2013). 

 Two of the participants offered other ideas about going into the job market 

straight from their undergraduate degrees.  Thomas appeared to have the most fully 

thought out idea about the possibility of going into the workforce: 

Right now I've  been looking at a lot of political analysts because my minor is in 

international relations, and so I've  been looking a lot at like CIA and FBI and like 

I said, one of my cousins is a lawyer in D.C. and he said, pretty much anywhere in 

the government, you can get a political analyst job.   And so I have been looking 

at careers.gov and stuff like that. And so there are a lot of options out there, but 

it's just trying to find the right one that matches kind of what I want and stuff like 

that.  (Thomas, interview, page 7, paragraph 90, January 29, 2013) 

Eric also discussed the possibility of going into the workforce while also touching on the 

sense of ambiguity that comes for many as they approach their college graduation: 

Maybe either getting a job in a lab and just working my way up from there. I'm 

not really sure. Maybe like trying to get up enough money maybe to travel 
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somewhere and learn a new language or something and just do something like 

that.  (Eric, interview, page3, paragraph 26, November 12, 2012) 

Like many of the factors in a student’s college choice process, exploring one’s 

alternatives to graduate school is frequently fraught with uncertainty.  Cristina, a 21 year 

old senior, echoed this ambiguity regarding the difficulty of having to make life-altering 

decisions before reaching Kallio’s (1995)early adult stage: 

I'm graduating soon and I'm not sure what exactly I want to do. I'm thinking 

graduate school focuses more on what you're going to do in the real world. I feel 

like it will help me actually make me come to my own who I want to be.  

(Cristina, interview, page 4, paragraph 54, March 6, 2013) 

Thomas, who at age 22 was also not quite at the early adulthood stage, expressed a range 

of these uncertainties: 

I really think that it won't take me a year to find a job.  I mean I'm really positive 

that I'll be able to find it within probably six months max. I guess on the other end 

like--I want to stay here and go to graduate school just because I mean like we 

were talking about before.  My friends are here and it's fun, and I already have the 

environment. I feel like I'm ready to graduate at one part, I'm still ready to be here 

and have fun and not quite go on the road yet.  (Thomas, interview, page 4, 

paragraph 35, February 20, 2013). 
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Other Alternatives 

 I was particularly interested to hear a number of the other alternatives that some 

of the participants in this study were considering.  Two of the participants, Rachel and 

James, were considering going into the Peace Corps as a possible alternative to either 

pursuing a graduate degree or at least to pursuing a graduate degree immediately after 

completing their undergraduate degrees.  Rachel described this consideration thus: 

I'm really considering the Peace Corps after I get my undergrad which would be 

like next December. But is that -- and of course there's the people that say no to 

the Peace Corps, don't do that. Whatever. So, my mom and dad want me to go so 

I'm considering going and then coming back and doing grad school. Is that -- I 

have a lot of people that are like, "No, you need to go ahead and get your 

education first." I just feel like I've been in school for five years. I want to see the 

world. The longer I wait to do it I probably won't do it, right? (Rachel, interview, 

page 2, paragraph 14, March 19, 2013) 

James only mentioned going into the Peace Corps as an aside and did not elaborate on it 

in the same level of detail that he provided when he described the graduate programs that 

he was exploring.  James also mentioned that he had considered applying for a Rhodes 

scholarship (James, interview, page 10, paragraph 103, January 25, 2013).   

 Chris and Philip both expressed having considered comparatively “off the grid” 

possibilities to pursuing graduate education.  Chris mentioned that he occasionally 

considered: 
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Going and being an outdoor adventure guide in Utah. And my family doesn't like 

me saying that now because they're like, "Why don't you just do that to begin 

with?" [What prevents you from doing this?] I guess the security of it and having 

your future secured necessarily because I could go up to Utah, do that and just be 

scraping by doing that for the rest of my life or I could go make something of 

myself and have something to leave my kids and whatnot. And who knows where 

it'll take me, you know. And I feel like I could be more successful that way, make 

a more lasting imprint somewhere. (Chris, interview, page 6, paragraph 49, 

September 12, 2012) 

Philip described an analogous alternative scenario when asked if he had considered other 

alternatives to attending graduate school:  

Yes. Being a musician, kind of one of the pie-in-the-sky dreams is if you could 

just get paid to perform. That would be any musician's dream.  I definitely, on my 

crazier days, had thoughts about just dropping out and playing music in bars for 

the rest of my life or whatever.  (Philip, interview, page 8, paragraph 88, March 7, 

2013). 

No Other Alternatives Are Serious Considerations 

 While a number of the participants described other possibilities, a number of the 

participants in this study, including Philip with his dream of an alternative life as a 

working musician, were not really considering other options to pursuing a graduate 

degree.  Philip went on to say that he was definitely going to pursue a PhD (Philip, 

interview, page 8, paragraph 84, March 7, 2013).  Two of the participants, Carlos and Jan 
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had been accepted into their Master’s degree programs for the fall semester at the time of 

their interviews.  When I asked Carrie what other alternatives to attending graduate 

school she had considered, her response was, “what would an alternative be?” (Carrie, 

interview, page 7, paragraph 95, March 3, 2013).  Laura similarly responded saying, “I 

have really never considered anything else” (Laura, interview, page 2, paragraph 15, 

March 22, 2013).   

 Four of the participants, Eric, Philip, Laura, and James, stated in their interviews 

that they were interested in careers in academia, and all of them mentioned that getting a 

doctoral degree was a necessary step to pursuing a career in academia.  As Eric said, “as 

far as being a professor, you can’t really be a professor without an advanced degree” 

(Eric, interview, page 5, paragraph 76, September 10, 2012).   Philip stated, “I actually 

think that being a professor, researching and teaching could actually be a really good 

combination for me” (Philip, interview, page 8, paragraph 82, March 7, 2013).   Laura 

indicated that she wanted to earn doctoral degrees in both English and History and 

“afterwards, I would like to teach military history at Elevate University.  That’s my 

ultimate goal” (Laura, interview, page 2, paragraph 14, March 22, 2013).  James also 

specifically mentioned wanting to get a PhD and said that his long term career goal was 

to be a tenured professor in Philosophy at a small liberal arts college (James, interview, 

page 7, paragraph 65, January 25, 2013).  While some of these participants indicated in 

their interviews that they had entertained other paths than pursuing a graduate degree or 

had entertained the possibility of not immediately going into a graduate program after 

completing their undergraduate coursework, their goal of entering academia renders 
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graduate level education, particularly earning doctoral degrees, essential to achieving 

their ambitions 

Preparation for Graduate School 

 Of particular interest in this study was the actual logistics of how participants 

were going about their individual college choice process.  It is particularly interesting to 

see how prospective graduate students go through their process of exploring universities 

and the level of sophistication by which this group of prospective graduate students went 

through their unique processes.  Seven of the sixteen participants, Eric, Thomas, Cristina, 

Regina, Carole, Cade, and Chris, specifically mentioned that they had done at least part 

of their research into the colleges and universities that they were considering for their 

graduate degrees by visiting the institutional websites.  Given that all but one of the 

study’s participants falls within the range of the Millennial Generation, I suspect that it 

highly unlikely that all of the prospective graduate students in this study would not have 

explored the websites of the universities they were considering as a part of their process.   

Four of the participants, Cade, Cristina, Laura, and James, mentioned that they had been 

discussing the graduate programs they were interested in with the graduate program 

coordinator, faculty members in the program, and/or current graduate students in the 

program.  Philip described himself as being in the process of narrowing his interests 

down from the initial twenty programs that had piqued his interest.  Carrie mentioned that 

she was preparing to take the GRE during her first interview, Eric was preparing to take 

the GRE during his first interview on September 10, 2012 and had taken the test by the 

time that we met for the second interview on November 22, 2012, and James had already 

taken the GRE; Jan noted in her initial interview that her program did not require the 
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GRE.  James, Laura, and Eric mentioned that they were in the process of working on 

their applications to graduate school during their interviews, and Carlos, Jan, and Maria 

said that they had already submitted their applications for their graduate programs at the 

time of their interviews. 

The process of beginning the process of making such a monumental decision as 

choosing a graduate program is frequently intimidating to prospective graduate students.  

While a number of the participants of this study had either parents or other members of 

their extended families with graduate degrees, it may be daunting especially when one is 

trying to get started.  While prospective graduate students may find some of the 

information that they need from university and departmental websites, it may still be 

confusing.  Regina described the situation saying, “I honestly have no idea if or when you 

should contact any faculty or admission for graduate level other than just applying to 

whatever program you want” (Regina, interview, page 4, paragraph 6, February 20, 

2013).  Rachel discussed the anxiety that she was feeling in both the initial and the 

follow-up interview, saying that her anxiety level has skyrocketed as a part of the 

application process. 

Researching Universities and Graduate Programs 

 The importance of the accessibility of information on a university or a 

department’s website cannot be underestimated, as this is generally the starting point for 

many prospective graduate students.  Carole described the initial process of looking at 

different university websites saying, “I've just recently started looking into universities 

and what curriculum they have and how much it costs. I haven't really worried about the 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

155 

GRE yet, but I know that's coming up” (Carole, interview, page 5, paragraph 72, 

September 17, 2012), and Thomas seemed to be at a similar stage:  

I've been looking at different university websites, and actually one of my friends, 

she just finished taking the GRE last semester and so I'm  like,  “I'm  going  to  

steal  all  your  study materials and things like that.”  I haven't like formerly 

registered and stuff like that, but I have all this study guides and stuff like that that 

I'm looking through.  (Thomas, interview, page 5, paragraph 62, January 29, 

2013). 

Eric described his process of looking at university websites thus: “I just did a Google 

search for top chemistry schools and looked around a little bit” (Eric, interview, page 7, 

paragraph 110, September 10, 2012). 

It should be noted that some prospective graduate students are savvy about the 

content and accessibility of a university’s website.  Carrie described an experience with 

one university’s website, saying: 

I've done quite a bit of searching of websites. I did find one website that was 

horrible. Absolutely horrible. But apparently they're a really small school which I 

didn't know, but now I can definitely tell that they're a very small school.  (Carrie, 

interview, page 4, paragraph 62, March 3, 2013) 

 While visiting university websites is frequently the starting point for prospective 

graduate students, many graduate students have several channels of information about 

graduate programs operating simultaneously.  Cade described his exploration in this way: 
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I'm talking to people, I'm asking questions, I have done a little bit of website stuff, 

but I mainly feel like talking to experts ...you know, anybody who has done it or 

going through it or at least about to because they've gone through some of the 

process because I think, I mean it's definitely better than nothing.  It's not the best 

thing, but I do plan on as I get a little closer, I do want to start exploring 

preparation for the GRE and anything like that that I'm going to need to do.  

(Cade, interview, page 4, paragraph 60, September 14, 2012) 

Cristina described her process saying: 

Actually, whenever I was in the Mass Comm building, I saw the paper that was 

like, "Do you want to graduate from graduate school in a year?" After I saw that, I 

researched it online. I went to go see [the graduate advisor in Mass 

Communications], and I met with him to get more information. I've been 

researching online, I do like the top schools, so that's what I've been doing.  

(Cristina, interview, page 4, paragraph 58, March 6, 2013) 

Networking 

 Not all of the prospective graduate students that I interviewed for this study 

considered networking to be a particularly important part of their decision-making 

process.  Regina seemed particularly opposed to making contacts with her prospective 

departments: 

Shouldn't our applications, grades, and other required materials stand on their own 

in determining who gets in?  The programs I am looking into have all the 

deadlines and application requirements on their websites which I figure - if they 
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are like many schools I looked into for finishing my bachelor’s – are there to keep 

people from calling or writing and asking all the same questions.  (Regina, 

interview, page 1, paragraph 1, February 20, 2013). 

Admittedly networking may be intimidating for people who feel that they are mere 

novices in their prospective fields.  Carrie described this experience at a conference she 

had attended a few months before the interview in this way: 

I never really spend the time 100 percent networking; like a met a few people but 

the problem with the conference in December was there were 20,000 plus people; 

a tad bit overwhelming for a little junior in college. So that one I was a little bit 

too nervous about, but I did meet a few people and also definitely got like closer 

involved with people I already know here at Elevate University, and that really 

helped me.  (Carrie, interview, page 5, paragraph 60, April 9, 2013). 

Other participants, however, described themselves as being extremely comfortable 

networking and making connections with faculty members.  James described his high 

comfort level with networking by saying: 

It came from my dad, him being in the military and we always moved around so I 

always had to know how to make friends and meet people. So if didn't network or 

have a way of starting conversation then I was just going to be really lonely. I 

never get too well with being lonely or awkward silences.  (James, interview, 

page 7, paragraph 71, February 19, 2013). 

James also described his process of gathering information about universities in this way: 
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Initially what I'll do is I will go to the websites and try to find a graduate student - 

one of the first things you're supposed to do is find a graduate student because 

they can give you a clear picture of what the university actually is like.  So they 

won't try to hype the university.   And they'll sort of give it to you straight. And 

after that, I'll sort of see where the funding packages are, how much outside 

funding they would need with their wellness center their - so sort of everything of 

that sort. And once I've done that, I'll email a professor that I'm interested in 

working with you, usually, maybe two or  three  that  I'd  be interested in working 

with and try to either develop a relationship with one of those professors or 

something of the sort. (James, interview, page 5, paragraph 50, January 25, 2013)  

James also described utilizing email and social media to network: 

It started with just sort of sending emails since I was not really afraid of sending 

an-email, I was like it's through the computer, nobody can really see me. So I was 

never too afraid of sending emails. As people started responding and I started 

building more context, then I got on Twitter and they started following me and 

then their followers started following me.  It was just sort of--like I had this big 

network base that I could sort of pull from if I needed information.  (James, 

interview, page 6, paragraph 67, February 19, 2013). 

 Other prospective graduate students spoke of utilizing the human resources at 

their disposal to help them to network.  Philip described utilizing his the resources of the 

faculty members with whom he is currently working: 
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It's been a lot of just talking to my professors about what connects with my 

interests  and basically just anything I'm interested in looking at; whether they're 

people in that field, seeing where they teach, who their students are and where 

they teach.  (Philip, interview, page 5, paragraph 56, March 7, 2013). 

Carole mentioned that her family was helping with her networking process to help her to 

bridge what she felt was the somewhat embarrassing process of networking: 

Well, my mom-- there was a dietician that went to church with my mom. And so 

my mom's been telling everybody, "Oh, hey, my daughter's a dietetics major. Do 

you know anybody she can talk to?" I've also had my uncle is going through 

chemo down at MD Anderson right now, and so he just recently gave me the card 

for the dietician there, which I haven't contacted yet, but I need to do that. So I 

guess a lot of my family has been spreading the word. And then I've been trying 

to talk to people here, but it's more intimidating.  (Carole, interview, page 8, 

paragraph 98, September 17, 2012). 

Accumulating Undergraduate Research Experience 

 Four of the sixteen participants, James, Philip, Carrie, and Eric, indicated that 

they were working on significant research projects as undergraduates.  James, for 

example had participated in a summer research program at a university in California that 

also provided him with a $3,000 stipend (James, interview, page 3, paragraph 36, January 

25, 2013).  Carrie has been working on research with some of the faculty members in her 

department on a project “about heat transfer and deformed core sites and how crystal 

preferred orientation affects the ridge of the rate of heat transfer” (Carrie, interview, page 
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3, paragraph 28, April 9, 2013).  When I asked if she had presented her findings or if they 

had been published, she responded: 

Yes. I presented; so last spring I presented to the on campus conference; the 

outreach conference coming up next week; and I presented at the geoscience 

research day because all geoscience students have to do research so that's their 

final part; I presented on that last day. So I presented at that and then I presented 

at regional conference in Fort Worth for American Association of Petroleum 

Geologists and then I presented at a national American Geophysical Union 

Conference in December so hopefully I'll be going to Geoscience Society of 

America national conference in October; hopefully.  (Carrie, interview, page 3, 

paragraph 34, April 9, 2013) 

Similarly Philip has been working on presenting his research at and attending national 

conferences: 

None in psychology yet but I've submitted an abstract to actually a music 

psychology conference, the Midwest Music Cognition Symposium that's at Ohio 

State in May.  Then I'm going to go the Society for Personality in Social 

Psychology is going to be in Austin in January.  I'm going to go to that.  (Philip, 

interview, page 10, paragraph 115, February 20, 2013).  

Eric has been doing research with two of the faculty members in his department.  When 

asked about his research, he described it as: 
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It's physical chemistry research. I'm doing the ... I'm working with ionic liquids. 

Right now figuring out how they affect or how we can separate them using 

electro-osmotic forces. It's a capillary tube. You use some buffered solutions that 

carries a charge. You can move the fluid from one side to the other. Based on the 

time it takes to move it from one side to the other, you can tell how it's changing. 

Concentrations that are higher might go slower or faster depending on the 

physical properties.  I’m actually working with two professors right now.  (Eric, 

interview, page 8, paragraph 117-118, September 10, 2012). 

 Relationships with faculty members may foster other opportunities for 

professional and academic development that take a somewhat different form from what is 

traditionally thought of as undergraduate research.  Jan described her experiences with 

participating in Elevate University’s Congressional Internship program: 

For some reason, one of my accounting professors seemed to think a lot of me and 

encouraged me to apply for one of Elevate University’s Congressional Internships 

in Washington D.C.  After being selected for the program and interning there last 

semester, I am so thankful that he urged me to apply.  It was one of the best 

experiences of my life While in D.C., I met even more Elevate University 

contacts that I am still in contact with today!  (Jan, interview, page 2, paragraph 

29, January 24, 2013) 

 Participating in undergraduate research projects is a highly beneficial step for 

prospective graduate students as it allows their prospective departments to get a vastly 

better idea of the level of work that the prospective graduate student is capable of.  These 
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research projects frequently serve as stepping stones for these prospective graduate 

students into graduate programs by showing prospective departments that the applicant 

has already begun to develop a solid skill set in his or her respective field and that he or 

she is interested in becoming a part of the community of knowledge.  Carole, who had 

not yet had the opportunity to get involved in undergraduate research mentioned being 

very interested in doing so: 

I'm trying to get involved in research too because I know girl that was hired early 

on, she did a major research project in her undergrad, so she didn't have that much 

work experience, but because of that project, they really liked her resume for grad 

school. So I'd like to get involved in that.  (Carole, interview, page 8, paragraph 

106, September 17, 2012) 

I would also argue that participation in undergraduate research projects shows a level of 

sophistication and resourcefulness that would be considered a positive signifier on a 

prospective graduate student’s application to a graduate program. 

Visiting the Campus 

 The participants of this study did not seem highly inclined to visit the campuses of 

the college or university campuses that they were considering attending.  One possibility 

might be the ease of exploring the campuses via internet resources, such as the campus 

website; another possibility might be that because students may readily find the contact 

information of the graduate program coordinators and/or current graduate students that it 

seems less important to actually visit the physical campus before deciding to attend.  I 

also suspect that funding is a possible prohibitive factor in making individual campus 
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visits.  With that said, three of the participants indicated that they had either made a visit 

to a campus that had a program that they were considering for graduate school.  Austin 

mentioned that he had visited a couple of university campuses: 

My uncle, being a high-powered surgeon in a large city in the southern part of the 

state, has taken me to the Academy University campus because he's trying to 

recruit me because he's an Academy University grad. And he knows some people 

that sit on the board at City University and so he's toured me around that campus 

along with his son who goes there to City University. So outside of that, I haven't 

visited any other colleges.  (Austin, interview, page 8, paragraph 92, February 25, 

2013). 

Carole mentioned that one of the campuses that she had been in contact with had specific 

dates for campus visits, “I've only looked at one school that they have an actual date that 

if you want to go, it's best to come visit them on that day. So I will be doing that, but not 

yet. Not for another year” (Carole, interview, page 5, paragraph 72, September 17, 2012). 

Preparing Application Materials 

 While Maria, Carlos, and Jan had already submitted their application materials for 

their prospective graduate programs, James, Eric, and Laura were in the process of 

getting their materials into the departments.  Of this process, Laura simply said, “I have 

begun the application. I have also contacted various professors about recommendations as 

well as looking into scholarships” (Laura, interview, page 1, paragraph 13, March 22, 

2013).  Eric was similarly succinct about the process:  
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Yeah, I have just about everything done actually except for I think I need to send 

my resume and I guess transcript to Flagship University, and then statement of 

purpose and resume to Elevate University.  I think that's all I need. (Eric, 

interview, page 2, paragraph 18, November 12, 2012). 

James described where he was in the application process in more detail.  He also 

elaborated on the complicated nature of applying to graduate schools while trying to 

complete his undergraduate work and maintain his current commitments: 

I'm still trying to focus on the work I still have to do here and also focusing on my 

applications and just sort of racking my brain, waiting for the application 

responses, just that sort of thing.  I'm actually still working on editing my writing 

sample for the Canadian university’s application because I wanted to do sort of a 

different one since there's a different feel for every program, there's a different 

feel to every program.  I'm sending them to a professor who I trust, and he's going 

to look at them and tell me which one I should probably edit more and send. So 

there's that and then just keeping up with everything I'm doing on campus still.  

I'm still the president of the Black Student Association. (James, interview, page 3, 

paragraph 27, February 19, 2013). 

James’ process illustrates the complex situation that many prospective graduate students 

find themselves.  Just as prospective graduate students are trying to sift through a 

tremendous amount of information and to make the decisions that are best for them, 

graduate programs are looking to make significant commitments of faculty resources and 

departmental funds. 
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Summary 

 In this chapter, I have examined the complex and nuanced factors that have 

influenced the sixteen participants as they worked through their graduate school college 

choice process.  Over the course of sixteen initial interviews and thirteen follow-up 

interviews, five central themes emerged: prior experiences with higher education – both 

for the participant and with their families, positive and negative influences regarding 

choosing to attend graduate school instead of other pursuits, factors that influence a 

student in his or her college choice process, alternatives to attending graduate school, and 

how the students were preparing to attend graduate school. 
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CHAPTER V 

COMPARISON OF THE LITERATURE AND THE FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 The purpose of social constructivist research is not to arrive at an objective truth 

or a correct answer: instead it attempts to derive an understanding from the information 

that is gathered from the participants.  The following themes emerged from the literature 

review in Chapter II: influential people, financial considerations, fixed institutional 

characteristics, internal and external characteristics, and differences.  These themes 

intersect with the five themes identified from the participant interviews described in 

Chapter IV: prior experiences with higher education; influences regarding the pursuit of 

higher education; appealing institutional characteristics in the graduate college choice 

process; possible alternatives to pursuing a graduate degree; and preparation for graduate 

school. 

Influential People 

Parents 

 The literature heavily weights the importance of parental influence on the 

undergraduate college choice process.  Ihlanfeldt (1980), Litten (1982), Hossler (1984), 

and Perna (2008) each assert that a family’s educational background is positively 

correlated with a prospective undergraduate student proceeding through the college 

choice process to ultimately be admitted into a university.  Perna (2008) asserts that a 

family’s lack of experience with higher education may have the negative effect of the 

prospective undergraduate opting out of pursuing an undergraduate degree entirely.  This 

appears to continue to be true with prospective graduate students as well as with 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

167 

prospective graduate students.  Of the sixteen participants, five reported that both of their 

parents had earned bachelor’s degrees and two reported that at least one parent had 

earned a bachelor’s degree; of these seven, four reported that at least one of their parents 

had earned a graduate degree.  Five of the study’s participants indicated that they felt that 

they were being encouraged by their families to pursue graduate education.  Four 

participants stated that they were being actively discouraged from pursuing their graduate 

degrees; all four of these participants had at least one parent who had earned a Bachelor’s 

degree.  The Maria and Laura indicated that they were facing more adamant lack of 

support to pursue a graduate degree; Maria’s father had earned a Bachelor’s degree and 

her mother had attended one semester of college, while Laura’s father had earned a 

Bachelor’s degree and her mother had earned an associate’s degree.  At the same time the 

two of the five respondents who indicated that they were receiving the most support for 

their pursuing graduate education, Carrie had one parent who had earned a Master’s 

degree, and Chris had a parent who had earned an Associate’s degree.  The other three 

indicated that the encouragement that they received from their families was more general.  

Philip, for example, indicated that his family were emotionally supportive of his pursuits 

even though they did not really understand his goals. 

Siblings 

 Of the significant people in a prospective undergraduate or graduate student’s life, 

an individual’s siblings appear to have a less significant impact on his or her college 

choice process.  College choice literature devotes little attention to siblings, with one 

particular exception.  Draper (1976) noted that at the time African-American families 

prioritized male children over female children in the college choice process.  Among the 
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study’s participants, the participants who noted that they had siblings did not indicate that 

the sibling had either a positive or negative influence on their graduate college choice 

process.  The only possible correlation noted was that among two of the participants who 

felt that they were being discouraged from going directly from their undergraduate 

programs into graduate programs had siblings who were either attending college as 

undergraduates or who were about to begin their undergraduate careers.  It might be the 

case that the major influence of siblings on the college choice process might be 

financially driven.   

Other Relatives 

 Chapman (1981) indicated that other family members or other significant people 

in a prospective undergraduate’s life might be influential in the college choice process, 

and this appears to be the case for five of the participants of the study.  James indicated 

that he had been impressed earlier in his life by the experience of sitting in his aunt’s 

classroom at a prestigious university.  Carrie indicated that she felt most comfortable 

talking about her career aspirations with a female cousin who was a current graduate 

student, rather than with her father because they could relate to being women in 

predominately male areas.  Thomas spoke highly of an uncle who he described as being 

an influential attorney with important connections.  Maria indicated that she had been 

inspired in her undergraduate course of study to explore psychology because of the 

influence of a cousin. 
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Friends 

 Ihlanfeldt (1980), Litten (1982), and Hossler (1984) all indicated that friends 

would be an influential part of the college choice process, suggesting that a prospective 

undergraduate would be positively inclined to attend a university with his or her friends.  

Three of the participants in the study indicated that friends played an important role in 

their college choice process.  Both Thomas and Rachel indicated with their responses that 

they were reluctant to leave their social groups, should they choose to pursue graduate 

degrees at other universities.  Laura, who faced significant opposition from her family 

regarding her pursuit of a graduate degree indicated that her friends made up for her 

family’s lack of support.   

 Financial Considerations 

Funding Graduate Education 

 Higher education comprises a significant investment of funds, and this is 

pervasive in the literature about both the college choice process and in the history of 

higher education accessibility.  Chapman (1981) asserts that it is the single most 

important component in a person’s college choice process. Litten (1982) categorizes 

financial aid as a separate category under the heading of public policy.  The cost of 

graduate education was a concern for the prospective graduate students in the study.  

Four of the participants: Carlos, Carrie, Austin, and Cade indicated that their choice of 

institutions was significantly impacted by the comparative affordability of in-state tuition, 

or in the case of Cade, by legislation that ensured that tuition would be covered because 

of his status as a veteran who had been deployed from the state.  Three of the participants 

indicated that their graduate educations would be self-funded whereas their 
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undergraduate degrees had been all of partially funded by their parents.  Five of the 

participants were researching the possibilities of having their graduate tuition subsidized 

by their academic departments.   

Graduate School as Investment 

 Draper (1976) explored the question of whether it would be more beneficial in 

terms of general marketability and lifetime earning potential for an African-American 

student to pursue a degree at a historically black college or university or to attend a 

predominately white university.  Litten (1982) includes future lifestyle and benefits 

sought in his model.  Prospective graduate students are, after all being forced to decide 

whether it is more beneficial for them to enter the workforce immediately after 

completing their Bachelor’s degree or if it is worth the investment of time and money to 

persist immediately.  NCES data also indicates that many prospective graduate students 

stop out of higher education for a number of years before going back to pursue a graduate 

degree.  Four of the sixteen participants of the study indicated that they were interested in 

careers that required a graduate degree as a minimum qualification, and therefore felt that 

there was no other course of action for them than to pursue a graduate degree.  It could be 

argued that for these four individuals, the pursuit of a graduate degree was the price that 

they were willing to pay in order to achieve the lives that they envisioned for themselves. 

  Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989) address the issue of cost versus risk 

that all prospective students, whether considering undergraduate or graduate degrees, 

must face.  Three of the participants indicated that while they felt that they could readily 

find jobs related to their undergraduate degrees that they would have very limited 
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chances for advancement without pursuing a graduate degree; all three of these 

participants were positively inclined to pursue a graduate degree immediately after 

completing their undergraduate degrees because of the personal and lifestyle aspirations 

that they held.  All but one of the participants appeared to view earning a graduate degree 

as an investment in their future, and the one participant who discussed at length the value 

of knowledge for its own sake also indicated that his education was going to be fully 

funded by external sources. 

Fixed Institutional Characteristics 

Location  

 Location was by far the most significant fixed characteristic for the prospective 

graduate students in the study.  Of the sixteen participants, twelve indicated that location 

was one of the most significant of the factors in their graduate college choice process; 

this differed from some of the literature, although both Chapman (1981) and Kallio 

(1995) consider location to be a significant factor.  Two of the students indicated that 

they were considering international graduate programs, four participants indicated that 

they did not want to attend a graduate program that was too far away from their families, 

three indicated that they wanted to attend graduate programs that were a significant 

distance from their families, and three had specific locales in mind for their graduate 

study because of personal affinities with the areas.   

Program Characteristics and Faculty 

 It seems logical that program quality would be more pressing at the graduate level 

where one expects to study more intensively than one does at the undergraduate level, 
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although the quality of the academic program is reflected in the work of Chapman 

(1981), Litten (1982) and Kallio (1995).  Ihlanfeldt (1980), for example only indicated 

that faculty constituted an indirect influence on undergraduate college choice, however 

five of the sixteen survey participants specifically indicated that working with specific 

faculty in their discipline was a significant factor in their choice of schools.  Among other 

fixed university characteristics that were important to the respondents included specific 

program characteristics; program quality, reputation, and/or ranking – which Kallio 

(1995) discussed at length and would fall into Litten’s (1982) category of “programs”; 

department size – which reflects the work of Litten (1982) and Hossler (1984); as well as 

other characteristics such as a military-friendly campus, school spirit, and a sense of 

history, which would be categorized as ambience in Litten’s (1982) model and 

student/institutional fit in Hossler’s (1984) model. 

Student Characteristics and Motivations 

Prior Academic Performance 

Chapman (1981) and Litten (1982) both indicate that the role that previous 

academic performance and academic ability, respectively, is an important factor in a 

student’s college choice process.  Litten (1982) also adds self-image as a factor in a 

prospective undergraduate student’s college choice process.  It could be asserted that a 

student’s previous academic performance could help to shape his or her image of what he 

or she may achieve.  Of the sixteen prospective graduate students in the study, seven had 

taken dual credit courses in order to earn college credit toward their bachelor’s degrees 

while still in high school.  This is to say that just under half of the participants who had 

self-identified as prospective graduate students had been doing college level coursework 
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since they were in their teenage years, and because they had developed the self-image of 

being accomplished students, it would follow that graduate school would be a likely next 

step for them.  While Bandura (1995) preferred to keep the concepts of self-efficacy 

separate from self-image, he did assert that people form beliefs about what they are 

capable of accomplishing, and one could argue that there is a link between the confidence 

that is generated by past academic successes that could lead to the belief that the 

individual would continue to be successful in academic endeavors.   

Self-Efficacy and Sense of Self 

 Even without a string of early academic distinctions, a number of the participants 

of the study expressed a positive sense of self-efficacy in their interviews.  Rachel spoke 

passionately about her determination to earn a doctoral degree, despite not having been 

considered an exceptional student when she was in high school.  Cade spoke of his initial 

lack of motivation when he graduated from high school, which led him to drop out of 

college and join the Air Force.  Cade described the way that his time in the Air Force had 

given him a focus and a sense of determination that he had initially lacked.  Regina 

described her goal was to be the first person on either side of her family to earn a PhD.  

Laura wrote passionately about her determination to earn a graduate degree and to 

become a professor despite strong opposition from her family.  All of these reinforce 

Bandura’s (1997) concept that efficacy beliefs play a vital role in the development of 

independent learning for a lifetime. 
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Perceived Expectations 

 Self-efficacy is not the only force that motivates prospective graduate students; 

several of the participants in the study indicated that they had grown up in a culture that 

encouraged graduate education by example.  James stated that because so many people in 

his immediate and extended family had earned graduate degrees that he had come of age 

with the idea that a graduate degree was the minimum that was expected of him.  While 

the questions in the Interview Protocol did not address the participants’ socioeconomic 

statuses, Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989) assert that the SES of a family 

frequently has a positive correlation with student academic success; moreover Chapman 

(1981) also affirms that students with higher SES tend to perceive that more is expected 

of them.   

Differences 

Counseling Students about Options 

 While many of the concepts described in the literature of undergraduate college 

choice were reflected in the responses from the survey’s participants, there were a 

number of concepts that did not occur in the results of the study.  For example, the 

importance of effective professional school counseling in high schools is an integral part 

of much of the college choice literature, including but not limited to: Draper (1976), 

Ihlanfeldt (1980), Chapman (1981), Litten (1982), Hossler (1984), and Perna (2008).  

Hossler (1984) went so far as to advocate that universities create promotional materials 

that were geared toward high school counselors; both Draper (1976) and Perna (2008) 

noted that badly trained counselors for high school students were nearly as detrimental to 

the students’ futures as no counselor at all.  While Carrie mentioned that she had a faculty 
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mentor, and James discussed his finely honed networking skills, there was no talk of 

being guided by an advisor in their graduate college choice process. 

Communications with Admissions Staff 

 While much of the literature including but not limited to: Kotler (1976), Ihlanfeldt 

(1980), Chapman (1981), Litten (1982), Hossler (1984), Kotler and Fox (1985), and 

others describe the varied and important roles that professional admissions staff play in 

the college choice process as well in the behind-the-scenes work of recruiting, promoting, 

and admitting students into doctoral programs, the prospective graduate students in the 

study seemed to gravitate more directly to the faculty members themselves or to the 

internet.  While a few of the prospective graduate students in the study mentioned that 

they had visited some of the campuses of the universities that they were considering for 

their graduate degrees, the visits did not seem to be important to the student: indeed, they 

seemed to be more about the adult who was accompanying them on the campus visit than 

about their college choice process.   

Additional Influences and Responsibilities 

 While Kallio’s (1995) emphasis on developing recruitment strategies that 

emphasize the comparative quality of the university and the program in the prospective 

graduate student’s area of interest fit the responses of the participants, the additional 

concerns that many graduate students face, such as that of childcare or the goals of a 

spouse or significant other were not an issue for the students in this study.  One might 

speculate that the reason for this was a factor of the ages of the prospective graduate 

students in the study.  Kallio (1995) defines early adulthood as being from ages 23-35, 
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and the members of this study ranged in age from 20-34 with only 5 of them falling into 

the aforementioned early adulthood period. 

Summary 

 The themes that were identified in the literature review described in Chapter II 

intersected with those that were identified in the participant interviews.  Because of the 

age range of the study’s participants, parental and sibling factors still appeared to be 

applicable.  Funding one’s education is as crucial of an issue with prospective graduate 

students as it is with undergraduate students, if not more of an issue.  Many of the fixed 

characteristics of the university that influence prospective undergraduate students also 

appear to be influential for prospective graduate students, with the caveat that as 

prospective students become older and more independent factors like the location of the 

institution evolve for a number of the students.  While some students still want to be 

close to their friends and family, many are eager to set out on their own when they begin 

their graduate programs.  The relative importance of the faculty and the reputation of the 

program appears to increase, while other factors that attract undergraduate students to a 

university, like sports teams and school spirit and traditions, appear to wane.  The 

importance of a prospective graduate student’s sense of self-efficacy remains important 

as they move into more complex academic endeavors.   
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

 Working with prospective graduate students is particularly interesting because 

there are so many factors involved in their graduate college choice process.  They are 

influenced by a plethora of factors that include state and national economic trends, the 

expectations of the job market, familial responsibilities and expectations, and public 

policy – particularly with regard to funding.   

The majority of the literature regarding student college choice theory has been 

primarily focused on developing an understanding of the factors that influence 

prospective undergraduate students in their choice of a college.  There are areas of 

overlap in the college choice process for prospective undergraduate students and for 

prospective graduate students, such as personal aspirations, program availability, college 

characteristics, the input of influential people in the prospective student’s life, college 

recruiting efforts, etc. However, there are many factors that are radically different for 

prospective undergraduate students and prospective graduate students when it comes to 

the college choice process.  Among these, prospective graduate students have typically 

moved into a different phase of their lives where they are looking at their future and are 

trying to position themselves in ways that will be most advantageous as they move into 

the workforce.  At the same time, the familial influences have changed.  When students 

are considering their various options as they go through the college choice process for 

their undergraduate colleges or universities, their main sources of family influence tends 

to be parents and other people who are directly related to them.  As prospective graduate 
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students are going through the college choice process, they more frequently have to 

consider spouses or significant others in their college choice process.  Prospective 

graduate students also have to consider their financial options more carefully as they go 

through their college choice process, as they are more likely to be responsible for their 

finances in ways that they were not as prospective undergraduate students making their 

college choice decisions.  Many prospective graduate students are faced with the 

daunting prospect of being financially independent as they are also beginning their 

graduate school careers.  Still other prospective graduate students are coming to graduate 

school after a gap in their enrollment in an institution of higher education and may be 

pursuing a graduate degree at the same time that they are working.   

In addition to this, all prospective graduate students are making their college 

choice decisions with the benefit of having first-hand experience with being a college 

student and tend to have a more nuanced idea of what factors are most important for him 

or her in choosing a graduate program.  The prospective graduate student is also likely to 

be more pragmatic in his or her decision-making process, especially with regard to 

financing graduate education.   

Given the dearth of literature related to prospective graduate student college 

choice, and as stated in Chapter I, the purpose of my research on this subject is to attempt 

to contribute to this small body of scholarship.  The purpose of Chapter IV is to review 

the statement of the problem; revisit the research questions; revisit the theoretical and 

personal framework used to guide the research; and to discuss the intersections between 

the literature, the research questions, and the findings from the study.  I will also discuss 
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the findings and contextualize them with the existing research on the subject of college 

choice theory as well as within the framework of Litten’s (1982) comprehensive college 

choice model, Bandura’s (1997) research into self-efficacy, and Kallio’s (1995) research 

into graduate student college choice.  I will also discuss the implications for future 

research that have arisen as a result of this study, as well as the impact that this research 

has for my current practice as a professional who works with prospective graduate 

students as they are actively working through their college choice process. 

Personal Framework 

 I came to the subject of graduate student college choice as a graduate admissions 

professional.  It is an intriguing topic for me because, as the researchers as early as 

Holland (1958) and continuing to Litten (1982), Kallio (1995), and Bersola et al. (2014), 

one of the constants has been that there does not appear to be a single factor that compels 

a prospective graduate student in his or her college choice process.  This is not a straight-

forward process.  Moreover as Mundel (1974) tells us, college choice is further 

complicated by the admissions process.  That is to say that because a prospective 

graduate student is interested in a university or a program does not mean that this was the 

prospective graduate student’s first choice.  

 When I scheduled the appointments with each of the thirteen participants who met 

with me for face-to-face interviews, I gave myself time before the student arrived at the 

interview to set up and test my recorder and to make sure that the Consent Form 

(Appendix D), the Interview Protocol (Appendix E), and pens were ready for the 

participant.  Most of these interviews took place during the course of my work day, and I 
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also took time before the participants arrived to clear my mind of whatever.  As a 

qualitative researcher, I am aware that my background and history affected my 

perspective on the participants.  At the same time, it was extremely important for me to 

be fully present in the interviews with the participants and to really listen to their stories 

so that I could be fully present during the interviews.  I tried to do something similar for 

the three participants who responded to the Interview Protocol (Appendix E) via email.  I 

printed them immediately and waited until I had quiet time in my personal workspace to 

read the emails when I was able to focus on the responses to the questions away from 

distractions.   

 I was struck by the variety in the experiences and goals of the participants.  I 

encountered prospective graduate students who were extremely professional about and 

who had been networking and conducting research as undergraduates with a level of 

professionalism that many current graduate students have yet to accomplish.  I also 

encountered prospective graduate students who seemed to view graduate school as a way 

to extend their experiences as undergraduates.  I was intrigued by the way that some of 

the participants were more reserved about their accomplishments and goals, while others 

were immediately forthcoming about who they were and what they wanted out of their 

graduate education and their lives. 

 One of the things that struck me as I was doing these interviews with the study 

participants was how similar and how different they were to the chats that I have with 

prospective graduate students at recruiting events.  The content of the interviews was not 

unlike the conversations that I have had with so many prospective graduate students over 
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the years.  At the same time, the depth was unlike anything I have ever experienced with 

a prospective student at a recruiting event.  I only occasionally get to know much of the 

background of the prospective graduate students with whom I work, and those 

opportunities generally present themselves when I am working with a prospective 

graduate student who has come for a campus visit and with whom I spend an extended 

period of time. 

Statement of the Problem 

 As I began to search for academic research regarding the way that prospective 

graduate students progressed through their college choice process, it became apparent to 

me that there was a lack of research into both how a person decided that pursuing a 

graduate degree was the right choice and how a person decided which graduate program 

was the right fit for their academic goals and personal aspirations.  The majority of the 

research seemed to focus on undergraduate college choice, and while there are 

similarities between the way that prospective undergraduates and prospective graduate 

students make their college choice decisions, there are many factors that are both 

significant and meaningful.  Kallio (1995) notes that “there is a need for greater 

understanding of why students choose to attend graduate school and how they go about 

selecting one” (p.109), and further asserts that “although an extensive and growing body 

of literature on the college choice decisions of undergraduates exists, the same cannot be 

said for similar studies of graduate students” (p. 110).  Litten (1982) notes that the 

process of college choice is a compelling subject for research because of the profound 

economic and social implications that the attainment of higher education has, not only for 

the individual, but for all of the communities that the individual inhabits and impacts, and 
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with the greater the level of education that the individual has the opportunity to attain, the 

greater the positive impact he or she is able to make.  Research from the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor and Statistics (2014) confirms that people who have higher levels of education 

have lower rates or unemployment and higher salaries. 

Research Questions 

 The central questions that have directed this project regard the factors that 

motivate an individual in his or her college choice process.  While there are a number of 

aspects of a prospective graduate student’s college choice process that I find compelling, 

I narrowed the guiding research questions to the following:  

1) How does a currently enrolled undergraduate student decide to pursue 

a graduate degree instead of pursuing a career?   

2) What role does a student’s perceived self-efficacy play in the decision to attend 

graduate school?   

3) How does a student’s prior experiences with higher education influence his or 

her decision-making process?   

4) What strategies does a prospective graduate student use when evaluating the 

various traits and characteristics of potential universities and graduate degree programs? 

Theoretical Framework 

 The social constructivist perspective was selected because it was responsive to the 

multitude of variables that comprised in the college choice journey described by the 

participants.  Due to the limited nature of previous research, the literature review did not 
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provide a singular or definitive way to approach the prospective graduate student college 

choice process.  I felt that a qualitative study from a social constructivist perspective was 

the best way to approach the research questions.  I also felt more comfortable with the 

process of conducting interviews with the study participants in person rather than creating 

a survey to be completed because it was more consistent with my approach when I am 

talking to prospective graduate students in my professional capacity.  However, three of 

the participants who were interested in participating in the study and responded to the call 

for participants were current distance students.  While I really wished that I had the 

opportunity to speak with these participants in person, I did not want to exclude them 

from the study, as distance education continues to grow in popularity and necessity at 

both the undergraduate and graduate level.  Therefore, these three participants provided 

written narratives in response to the questions in the Interview Protocol (Appendix E). 

The face-to-face interviews were semi-structured, and while the questions directed the 

discussions about the participants’ college choice process, the interview structure allowed 

them to go into as much detail of their personal journey as they felt comfortable.  Some 

of the participants felt very free to delve into the personal details that had led them to 

consider graduate education, while others were more succinct in their responses and did 

not discuss personal details in the course of the interview.   

I selected Litten’s (1982) expanded college choice model to guide the formation 

of my interview questions.  I selected this model because it seemed to be the most 

expansive of the college choice models that accommodated a wide range of factors, 

including those that were innate to the individual student and his or her particular 

background and the fixed and the malleable factors about the university under 
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consideration.  In addition to Litten’s (1982) model, this study was also guided by the 

work of Bandura (1997) and Kallio (1995).  influencing a prospective graduate student’s 

choice process – while somewhat different for prospective undergraduate students than 

for prospective graduate students – indicated a multiplicity of paths to finding the right 

university and felt consistent with the social constructivist approach of this study. 

Kallio’s (1995) work distinctly indicated that there was a dearth of research about 

graduate student college choice.  Bergerson (2009) noted that the attempts of researchers 

like Litten, Kotler, Hossler, Chapman, and many others to create a comprehensive model 

to illustrate the college choice process for undergraduate students provided researchers in 

the 1990s and 2000s with a foundation from which to research college choice more 

thoroughly among distinct populations.  Beyond these Ihlanfeldt (1980) continues to be 

relevant in contemporary discussions regarding student college choice. 

Bandura’s (1997) research into self-efficacy also guided my approach to the 

subject of graduate student college choice.  Self-efficacy is described as being an 

individual internal construction of his or her sense of identity and establishes what he or 

she may accomplish as well as providing a foundation for forming goals.  Bandura (1995) 

writes that “efficacy beliefs play a vital role in the development of self-directed life-long 

learners.  Students’ belief in their capabilities to master academic activities affects their 

aspirations, level of interest in intellectual pursuits, academic accomplishments, and how 

well they prepare themselves for different occupational careers” (p. 17).  Strong self-

efficacy beliefs help to motivate individuals by helping individuals to set ambitious goals 

for themselves and providing the necessary internal motivation to achieve their 
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ambitions.  If a person does not believe that he or she cannot possibly pursue a graduate 

degree, then he or she will not, for example, strive to earn good grades, make connections 

with faculty mentors, or seek information about what is needed to pursue a graduate 

degree.   

With that said self-efficacy is certainly not the only factor that influences an 

individual’s academic attainment: 

Efficacy beliefs play an influential mediational role in academic attainment.  The 

extent to which such factors as level of cognitive ability, prior educational 

preparation and attainment, gender, and attitudes toward academic activities 

influence academic performance is partly dependent on how much they affect 

efficacy beliefs.  The more they alter efficacy beliefs, the greater the impact they 

have on academic attainments.  (p. 216)  

That is to say that efficacy is something that is highly malleable in many cases; a person’s 

beliefs about their possibility for educational attainment may evolve based on external 

stimuli.  Self-efficacy played a significant role in the college choice processes of a 

number of the participants who were considering graduate study in the face of distinct 

familial discouragement.   

Findings 

  In Chapter IV, five themes and several sub-themes are identified from the thirteen 

participants’ narratives provided in the initial and follow-up face-to-face interviews, as 

well as the email responses to the Interview Protocol questions (Appendix E) for the three 

distance students.  These findings are further developed in the following section. 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

186 

Prior Experiences with Higher Education 

 The participants ranged in age from 20 to 34, and were either approaching or 

squarely situated within what Kallio (1995) described as the early adulthood period of 

their lives, defined as the ages of 23-35.  Unlike the prospective undergraduate students 

that Litten (1982) depicted in his comprehensive college choice model, the prospective 

graduate students in my study had acquired their own experiences with higher education 

as they progressed through their college careers and were at the point in their lives where 

they were evaluating their options for the next phase in their lives.  At the same time, the 

prospective graduate students in the study were making the decisions about whether to go 

to graduate school and which graduate schools they should attend in the context of the 

educational experiences of their families of origin.   

The educational culture of the participants varied: some explicitly felt that 

pursuing a graduate degree was expected of them by their families because their family of 

origin had a high number of individuals who had attained graduate degrees.  Some 

participants reported that while their parents may not have had experience with higher 

education, they were helping by trying to connect them with other members within their 

social groups who might be able to assist them.   

While the participants of this study reported that the educational attainment or 

aspirations of their siblings was not particularly influential in their college choice 

processes, a significant number of the participants reported that there were other 

members of their extended families that had impacted their decision.  Six of the 

participants indicated that they had members of their extended families who had graduate 
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degrees, and four expanded on the ways that their influence had impacted their decision 

to pursue graduate degrees.  One of the participants, a female undergraduate student in 

the sciences discussed how she preferred talking to her female cousin who had earned a 

graduate degree and who was employed in a field similar to the one that she was 

interested in entering, to discussing her academic life and her graduate program college 

choice process to talking to her father – an engineer who had completed some 

coursework toward a doctoral degree – because she felt that she and her cousin were able 

to relate to each other’s experiences as women in largely male dominated fields in a way 

that was not possible with her father.  Two other participants described the prestigious 

careers that members of their extended families had fostered that would not have been 

possible had they not pursued graduate degrees with a sense of awe at their 

accomplishment. 

Influences Regarding the Pursuit of Graduate Education 

 There were a number of sources of influence – both positive and negative – 

regarding the pursuit of a graduate program; these sources included parental 

encouragement, parental discouragement, peer influences, intrinsic motivation, and job 

market motivation.  Of the sixteen participants, five reported that their families of origin 

were strongly encouraging of their interest in pursuing a graduate degree.  For some, this 

manifested itself primarily in the form of general expectation that the student would 

pursue a graduate degree that seemed similar to the expectation that many prospective 

undergraduates feel.  For others, this encouragement took the form of assistance in 

helping the participant through the college choice process.  Familial support for graduate 

education was not a universal factor among the participants of the study.  Of the sixteen 
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participants, four participants expressed that they had met with active discouragement 

from their family of origin.  One of the participants reported that her parents categorically 

disagreed with her decision to pursue a graduate degree; this participant declined to 

speculate about the source of the disagreement; another participant indicated that her 

family of origin not only did not support her interest in pursuing a graduate degree, they 

had not been supportive of her pursuing an undergraduate degree.  For the other two 

participants who were experiencing familial discouragement, the motivation appeared to 

be economic in origin and seemed to be somewhat less vehement; these two participants 

reported that they either had siblings who were pursuing undergraduate degrees or were 

about to begin their undergraduate degrees.  It could be postulated that in these cases the 

parental discouragement might have had roots in the economic challenges of having 

multiple children attending college at the same time.   

 Peer motivation was cited as being largely positive among the participants of the 

study.  One participant mentioned that it was important to her to have a lot of people in 

her life who understood what she was working toward and who held similar values.  One 

of the participants who reported that her parents did not support her decision to pursue 

graduate education noted that her friends had been extremely supportive of her decision 

to pursue graduate education and helped to form a support structure that she lacked in 

other facets of her life.  The influence of the participants’ peers seemed to be more of a 

consideration as they considered what university to choose, particularly as anxieties about 

the possible social isolation should they elect to pursue their graduate degrees at other 

universities from those of their peers. 
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 Personal motivation and a strong sense of self-efficacy appeared to be a 

significant factor for six of the participants.  One of the participants who indicated 

negative familial support cited her strong sense of personal determination to achieve her 

educational and professional goals as being a significant factor in her decision to pursue a 

graduate degree. One of the participants indicated that she wanted to be the first member 

of her families of origin to earn a PhD, and still another participant who had indicated 

that she had not always been considered to be particularly scholarly cited her inherent 

tenacity for her success as an undergraduate student.  Two of the participants indicated 

that they had a passion for learning and for academic attainment and that this innate 

passion was what fueled their desire to pursue graduate degrees.  Yet another participant 

simply felt a calm sense of purpose: pursuing a graduate degree was simply the next step 

that he needed to take in order to be consistent with his nature. 

 The job market was cited as being a significant source of motivation for pursuing 

a graduate degree.  Two of the participants indicated that they believed that the U.S. job 

market had changed to the point to where a graduate degree was the minimum 

qualification for them to be competitive in the type of careers that interested them; at the 

same time two others suggested that while they could be employed roughly in the fields 

that interested them, they would quickly reach the point where they would be hobbled in 

their ability to advance professionally.  Three of the participants indicated that they were 

interested in being university faculty members, which required doctoral degrees in their 

respective fields. 
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Appealing Institutional Characteristics 

 Six characteristics emerged as being especially influential in the graduate college 

choice process for the participants of this study.  These factors included: university 

location, availability of funding, characteristics of their prospective graduate program, 

faculty members at a given institution, rankings and reputation, and other unique 

university specific characteristics.   Twelve of the sixteen participants indicated that 

location, one of the characteristics that Litten (1982) described as being a fixed 

characteristic of the institution, was very important.  One participant indicated that there 

were certain locations that she categorically excluded when she was in her college choice 

process; others were less adamant about location, but indicated that it would be a factor 

with all other things being equal.  For other students, proximity to family members was 

particularly important, although another participant indicated that he very specifically 

selected an institution that was quite far from his family. 

Alternatives to Pursuing a Graduate Degree 

 Kotler and Fox (1985) included in their undergraduate college choice model the 

option to select another direction instead of choosing to pursue an undergraduate degree, 

such as choosing to what they term “generic alternatives” (p. 205) such as travel or 

military service immediately after graduating from high school, and because the choice to 

pursue a Master’s or Doctoral degree is not one that the majority of Americans select.   

U. S. Census data from 2009 indicates that while 85.3% of the population 25 years old or 

older had completed a high school degree or more while 27.9% of same population had 

earned a Bachelor’s degree or more; of the same population, 10.3 % indicated that they 

had earned an advanced degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015).  That is to say that less than 
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half of the population of people who complete their undergraduate degrees go on to 

complete graduate level degrees.  Because so many of the peers of the participants of this 

study were considering different paths for their post-undergraduate future, exploring the 

other possibilities that the participants had considered was a relevant question for 

discussion.  Of the sixteen participants, four of the participants stated that they did not 

consider there to be any other alternatives to pursuing a graduate degree to be viable 

alternatives for them.  These individuals did not entertain any other possible options for 

their next step, even as a remote possibility.  One of the particularly driven participants 

mentioned that while he definitely wanted to earn a Doctoral degree and was interested in 

a career in academia, he wanted to note that because in addition to his academic 

ambitions, he was also a musician at heart and that there was a very small part of him that 

could not help but imagine a life as a working musician, even though he considered such 

a consideration a “pie-in-the-sky dream” (Philip, interview, page 8, paragraph 88, March 

7, 2013).  Another participant mentioned that he had entertained fantasies of being an 

outdoor adventure guide in Utah but at the same time mentioned that he craved the level 

of security that came with more traditional employment. 

 Six of the participants indicated that they had considered entering the workforce 

directly after completing their undergraduate degrees, however only one of them had 

taken steps toward finding employment, such as creating and sending out resumes or 

actively searching for employment options.  Two of the participants mentioned that 

joining the Peace Corps was a possibility that they had considered, although one of the 

two participants seemed to be entertaining this possibility much more seriously than the 



Texas Tech University, Shannon Samson, May 2015 

192 

other who was more positively inclined to pursuing a Doctoral degree and working in 

academia. 

Preparation for Graduate School 

 I was particularly interested in exploring the steps that the participants had taken 

to achieve their goals of pursuing a Master’s or Doctoral degree.  Of the sixteen 

participants, three stated that they had either submitted applications to their prospective 

graduate programs or were actively engaged in completing their applications for graduate 

school.  One of the participants had selected the university where he wanted to pursue his 

graduate degree and had a very clear list of the steps that he needed to take in order to 

apply, was keenly aware of the deadlines for both the program and for scholarships, and 

had been networking with the faculty members.  He expressed that it was simply a matter 

of waiting for the appropriate time to submit his materials. 

  Two of the participants were in the process of preparing to take the GRE, and 

one of the two took the GRE in the time between our initial interview and the follow-up 

interview.  One of the participants mentioned that the degree program that she was 

considering did not require the GRE, which indicated that she had sufficiently explored 

the requirements of the program that she was considering.  Four of the sixteen 

participants noted that they had been in contact either with the program coordinator in 

their program of interest or had spoken with faculty members who had provided them 

with advice regarding the program and had made suggestions regarding their application 

process.  Seven of the sixteen participants specifically mentioned that they had been 

exploring the websites of the universities and programs that they were considering for 
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their graduate degrees.  One of the participants described his situation as trying to narrow 

a dauntingly long list of universities that interested him down from twenty programs that 

had piqued his interest to a more manageable number, citing the expense of the 

application fees for applying to a large number of graduate schools. 

Three of the participants indicated that they had made visits to the campuses of 

the universities that they were considering as a part of their graduate college choice 

process.  It seemed that visiting the campuses was not considered to be a particularly 

important part of the process of selecting a university at which to pursue their graduate 

degrees.  I suspect that this was due in part to the ability to explore universities online and 

to connect with the graduate advisors and faculty members in their areas of interest via 

email played a significant factor in the diminished interest in visiting their prospective 

university; it is also possible that visiting the campuses was less of a priority because they 

had already had experienced university life firsthand as undergraduates.   

Toward a Working Model for Future Graduate College Choice Research 

  While there are a number of similarities between the college choice processes for 

prospective undergraduates and prospective graduate students, there are a number of 

factors that are significantly different.  As a result of the findings of this study, I have 

tailored the Litten (1982) model to more effectively depict the college choice process for 

prospective graduate students. 
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Figure 8: Samson Graduate Student College Choice Model 

Following the example of the Litten (1982) model, I have marked the factors that 

appeared to be significant to the participants for the study and that recurred in the 

responses of several of the participants.  This model also reflects in influences of Bandura 

(1997) and Kallio (1995). 

Intersections between the Literature and the Findings 

  While there is clearly a dearth of literature regarding graduate student college 

choice, there were distinct interconnections between the findings gathered from the 

participants and the themes from the existing literature.  The areas where the findings 

reflect the previous college choice literature include: influential people, financial 

considerations, fixed institutional characteristics, and student characteristics.  There were 

also differences between the literature and the findings of the study. 
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Family  

Perna (2008) asserts that a family’s lack of experience with higher education may 

have the negative effect of the prospective undergraduate opting out of pursuing an 

undergraduate degree entirely.  This appears to continue to be true with prospective 

graduate students as well as with prospective graduate students.  Of the sixteen 

participants, seven reported that one or both of their parents had earned a bachelor’s 

degree and four had earned a master’s degree.  The findings suggest that the greater the 

family’s background with higher education, the more encouraging they tended to be of 

the participant.  Parents and members of the participants’ extended families appeared to 

be more influential than siblings.  Of note, several of the participants mentioned having a 

family member whom they admired because they had earned graduate degrees and had 

built successful careers. 

Financial Considerations 

 It was not surprising that funding was a significant issue for the participants of 

this study.  The cost of graduate education was a concern for the prospective graduate 

students in the study.  Four of the participants: Carlos, Carrie, Austin, and Cade indicated 

that their choice of institutions was significantly impacted by the comparative 

affordability of in-state tuition.    At the same time, the participants appeared to be 

considering earning a graduate degree as an investment.  Hossler, Braxton, and 

Coopersmith (1989) address the issue of cost versus risk that all prospective students, 

whether considering undergraduate or graduate degrees, must face.  Nearly all of the 

participants of this study indicated that they believed that a graduate degree was an 

investment in their future well-being.  Three indicated that while they could likely begin 
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their careers immediately after beginning undergraduate degrees, they felt that their 

chances for professional advancement would be hindered significantly if they didn’t earn 

a graduate degree.  Four of the participants indicated that they were interested in careers 

where a graduate degree was the minimum qualification to be considered for 

employment.   

Fixed Institutional Characteristics 

 Of the fixed characteristics of the universities that the participants were 

considering, the location of the institution and specific program characteristics were two 

factors that appeared to be of paramount importance.  Of the sixteen participants, twelve 

indicated that location was one of the most significant of the factors in their graduate 

college choice process; this differed from some of the literature, although both Chapman 

(1981) and Kallio (1995) consider location to be a significant factor in the college choice 

process. 

 Program and university specific characteristics were also important.  Five of the 

sixteen participants indicated that working with a particular faculty member was a pivotal 

factor in their graduate college choice process, and three of the participants had highly 

specialized areas of interest and were considering universities based on whether they 

offered programs in their areas of interest.  Program reputation, ranking, and/or name 

recognition was a factor for a number of the participants, which is consistent with 

Kallio’s (1995) research, and the culture of the program or institution was a factor for a 

number of other participants.  This is consistent with the ambience factor that Litten 

(1982) describes and with the culture of the program that Bersola et al. (2014) describes.   
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Student Characteristics 

 There were three areas where the participants’ innate characteristics came 

strongly into play with their college choice processes.  Those areas were the participant’s 

prior academic performance, their personal self-efficacy, and their perceived 

expectations.  Chapman (1981) and Litten (1982) both indicate that the role that previous 

academic performance and academic ability, respectively, is an important factor in a 

student’s college choice process.  Litten (1982) also adds self-image as a factor in a 

prospective undergraduate student’s college choice process.  Seven of the sixteen 

participants indicated that they had taken college-level coursework in the form of dual 

credit classes while they were still in high school.  This suggests that nearly half of the 

participants had been academic high achievers for much of their lives, and their previous 

academic success helped them to believe that academic achievement was a part of their 

identity.   

Several of the students spoke passionately about their drive to pursue graduate 

degrees and about how their academic attainment was a part of who they were as 

individuals, even in the face of obstacles like the disapproval of their families or the 

opinion of others at other points in their lives about their academic potential.  All of these 

reinforce Bandura’s (1997) concept that efficacy beliefs play a vital role in the 

development of independent learning for a lifetime.  My professional experience also 

supports this conclusion.  A student’s belief in himself or herself as a scholar is one of the 

most important factors in his or her academic success.  Other participants indicated that 

they felt that academic success and earning a graduate degree was what was expected of 

them. 
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Differences 

 There were points of divergence from the college choice literature.  A significant 

portion of the literature dealing with undergraduate college choice emphasizes the 

importance of effective high school counselors in the lives of prospective college 

students.  While some of the participants mentioned that they had networked with other 

professionals or had been mentored by faculty members, there did not seem to be an 

equivalent role to that of the high school counselor in their lives.  In addition to this, the 

participants indicated that when they had made contacts with the universities that they 

were considering, they did so with faculty members in their program of interest and not 

with a more general admissions office.  The participants seemed to be more independent 

in their searches for information, relying on Internet searches instead of personal 

interactions with staff members.   

 Kallio (1995) discusses the issue of other influences that exist for prospective 

graduate students that influence their graduate college choice process.  These additional 

concerns include that of childcare or the goals of a spouse or significant other were not an 

issue for the students in this study.  While James mentioned that his girlfriend would be 

accompanying him when he moved to Canada to pursue his doctoral degree, he also 

mentioned that her training as a financial analyst would be a highly transferrable skill that 

would allow for significant flexibility in moving.  I suspect that the age range of this 

particular group of participants has more to do with this difference from the graduate 

college choice literature, as the average age of the participants was 22. 
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Table 3: Findings from the Participants and Themes from the Literature 

  Findings From Participants 

Themes from the 
Literature  

Prior 
Experiences 
with Higher 
Education 

Influences 
Regarding 

the 
Pursuit of 

Higher 
Education 

Appealing 
Institutional 

Characteristics 
in the 

Graduate 
College 
Choice 
Process 

Possible 
Alternatives 
to Pursuing 
a Graduate 

Degree 

Preparation 
for 

Graduate 
School 

Influential People X X   X   
Financial 
Considerations   X X X X 
Fixed Institutional 
Characteristics   X X   X 
Student 
Characteristics X X X X X 
Differences    X     X 

 

Implications for Future Research 

 One of the limitations of this study was that my personal logistics did not allow 

me to conduct research on populations of juniors and seniors from other universities who 

were considering pursuing graduate school.  More expansive research needs to be done 

on larger populations of prospective graduate students in order to develop a more 

nuanced picture of the factors that influence graduate student college choice behaviors.  

Little has changed in the available college choice research from Kallio’s (1995) assertion 

that “future studies be based on larger samples of students drawn from a broad range of 

programs and institutions—and that study results be translated into a published body of 

literature” (p. 122).  The dearth of literature is likely due, at least in part, to the smaller 

size of the population of graduate students compared to that of undergraduate students.  

For example, according to data gathered by the National Center for Education Statistics, 

1,791,046 Bachelor’s degrees were conferred by institutions of higher education in the 
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United States between 2011 and 2012, whereas 754,229 Master’s degrees were conferred 

and 170,062 Doctoral degrees were conferred in the same period of time (NCES 2015).  

That is to say that in 2011-2012, there were a total of 2,715,337 degrees conferred, and of 

those degrees approximately 66% of these were Bachelor’s degrees, nearly 28% were 

Master’s degrees, and slightly more than 6% were Doctoral degrees.  In other words, 

34% of the degrees that were conferred in 2011-2012 were graduate degrees while 66% 

were undergraduate degrees.  The sheer number of the population of undergraduate 

students frequently overwhelms that of the graduate student population in many ways, 

and it is hard for a population that is so much smaller to generate an equal or even an 

equitable level of attention in higher education research.  In addition to this, several of 

this study’s participants noted, the social pressure for pursuing an undergraduate degree 

is much greater than that of pursuing an undergraduate degree; a quarter of the 

participants in this study reported that they had experienced pressure not to pursue a 

graduate degree.   

 Another issue that warrants further study would be to more closely investigate the 

efficacy beliefs that lead an individual to believe that he or she is capable of pursuing a 

graduate degree as compared to those individuals who have a similar intellectual capacity 

and educational background who have determined that they lack the capability to pursue 

a graduate degree.  In my professional life, I am frequently asked by prospective graduate 

students what GRE scores or what grade point average (GPA) that they need to have in 

order to pursue a graduate degree. While those factors might be indicators of a 

prospective graduate student might perform in his or her program, my anecdotal 

experience suggests that the more compelling factor in graduate student success is that of 
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the student’s willingness to face the inevitable anxieties of graduate student life and to 

make the decision to commit the time and to expend the necessary energy required for 

pursuing a graduate degree. 

 I would also like to see the study of graduate student college choice to follow a 

similar path that the research in undergraduate college choice has taken.  I would like to 

see the research evolve to a point where it has moved past attempting to establishing 

national trends to winnowing down into the more specialized populations and learning 

what factors impact graduate student college choice for these specialized populations.  

Bergerson (2009) has noted that undergraduate college choice research has expanded 

beyond attempting to make nationwide generalizations regarding college choice to 

explore the way the process works for prospective undergraduates based on socio-

economic background, ethnicity, regional affiliations, sexual orientation, and a plethora 

of other factors.  Graduate student college choice research would benefit tremendously 

from that level of carefully stratified attention. 

 All of the participants mentioned using the Internet to one degree or another to 

research their prospective graduate programs and the universities that they were 

considering for their graduate degrees.  It would be extraordinarily beneficial for 

universities, particularly those that are looking to expand their populations of graduate 

students, to study the Internet search behaviors of prospective graduate students.  In 

addition to exploring the questions that the prospective students use to guide their online 

searches as they are going through their college choice process, it would be highly useful 

to explore the methods that the prospective graduate students use as they are exploring 
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their options for graduate study online.  There would be value in exploring the affect that 

the ease of navigation of a university website has on the prospective graduate student’s 

choice of an institution.  In addition, the influence of online advertising, such as 

Facebook advertising has on prospective graduate student college choice would also be 

valuable to evaluate.  

Another component of a student’s online behavior that would be useful to study 

would be the devices used by students to search for information about prospective 

graduate programs.  Do prospective graduate students use tablets and smart phones 

extensively to gather information, and if this is a significant way of connecting with their 

prospective departments, are their search behaviors different from students who use 

laptop or desktop computers to access information?  What implications does this form of 

online searching have for university web design and for the relevance of online 

advertising?   

Finally, universities are frequently approached by companies, like 

www.petersons.com, www.gradschools.com, www.chegg.com, and 

www.collegeweeklive.com, and many others, and it would be extremely useful to study 

the way that prospective graduate students connect with these websites and how they use 

them to connect with graduate programs. 

Recommendations for Higher Education 

 Perhaps the most important finding that was gleaned through the course of this 

study of prospective graduate students who were proceeding through their college choice 

process was that each student’s journey toward a graduate degree is unique.  As I was 
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discussing the project with colleagues and friends within the university community, I 

encountered one of two responses.  The first assertion was that they understood the main 

factor that influenced a prospective graduate student in his or her college choice process.  

The second response was for the colleague’s narrative about what had influenced him or 

her when choosing going through their own college choice process.  Both are 

understandable responses, however the findings of this study support the need for higher 

education practitioners to be cognizant that prospective graduate students have a varied 

range of experiences, influences, and needs that make generalization quite difficult.  

However, the five themes identified from the narratives of the sixteen participants in this 

study provide some guidance to consider how graduate students approach the college 

choice process. 

 The participants of this study ranged in age from 20-34 with the average age 

being 22.94 and the median age being 22, and this group of prospective graduate students 

were following what is frequently considered to be the traditional path of going directly 

from their Bachelor’s degree programs into their graduate programs.  However, data from 

the NCES (2011) from 2007-2008 suggests that it is increasingly common for prospective 

graduate students to delay their enrollment in a graduate program.  As higher education 

practitioners, we would do well to follow the advice of Bergerson (2009) and move 

quickly from building models to get a broader view of how graduate student college 

choice functions into looking at the various micro populations within the larger group of 

prospective graduate students.  There is no single comprehensive portrait of the 

quintessential graduate student in the United States.  They vary widely between 

demographic groups and age ranges and institution types and programs, and while it does 
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make sense to conduct initial studies with more comprehensive models, we must not be 

lulled into a false sense of complacency that there is a uniformity to the population of 

graduate students. 

As an increasing number of prospective graduate students are considering 

pursuing their graduate degrees with increasingly long delays after completing their 

Bachelor’s degrees, it would follow that the factors that students with such gaps would be 

very different from a prospective student who is at a different stage in his or her life.  

Universities and higher education professionals need to be cognizant that the populations 

of graduate students that they are serving continues to evolve and the factors that are 

important to prospective graduate students as they go through their college choice process 

are not static. 

Another noteworthy discrepancy between the literature and the responses from the 

participants of the research study is that there does not seem to be a consistent system of 

advising prospective graduate students as they are going through their college choice 

process.  The literature consistently tells us that for approximately the last 40 years, from 

Draper (1976), Ihlanfeldt (1980), Chapman (1981), Litten (1982), Hossler (1984), and 

Perna (2008), and beyond, it is clear that it is not only important that schools are 

equipped with well-trained professional school counselors, but that these professionals 

are key to student success in their pursuit of an undergraduate degree.  It would follow 

that universities should build on this tradition of student guidance and incorporate a 

system of training undergraduate advisors that is specific to the needs of the population 

that the institution serves in order to help to identify prospective graduate students, assist 
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and advise students as they are exploring their options, and help them to prepare for 

application to graduate school by directing them to the appropriate campus resources to 

help the student to build his or her resume, statement of purpose, edit essays, and 

generally to shepherd the undergraduate through the graduate college choice process.  A 

well-trained undergraduate advisor would not only be able to advise the currently 

enrolled student on matters that are relevant to him or her as an undergraduate but may 

help to prepare the student for the next stage in his or her life. 

 Another recommendation to the higher education community draws from the 

work of Kotler (1976) and Ihlanfeldt (1980) and to strongly encourage university 

admissions offices to develop or purchase the necessary tools so that they may collect, 

process, and interpret the information about both the trends and the fluctuations of the 

populations of students we recruit, admit, and serve.  Dedicated study to where the 

institution is currently situated in the higher education market, the establishment of 

incremental and measurable enrollment goals, and a continued and careful monitoring of 

what contacts we have with students, what the response to those contacts is, how forays 

into new markets are responding, and what trends in the data do we see emerging.  As 

higher education professionals, we could be so much more effective if we had clear and 

accurate data with which to make decisions as to how to appropriate resources and 

connect with the prospective students who would be best served with our message. 

Summary 

 The decision to pursue a graduate degree is a complex and multifaceted decision 

for most prospective graduate students.  This is a decision that has a tremendous impact 
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on the trajectory of a person’s life; pursuing a graduate degree requires a significant 

investment of time, money, and effort on the part of the prospective graduate student.  At 

the same time, state-funded universities, particularly those located in states where 

university funding is based on formulas, are frequently pressured by their administrations 

to grow the enrollment of their graduate programs in order to expand the level of state 

funding.   

Graduate students frequently play a pivotal role in the research that is conducted 

at their universities, which in turn advances the comparative prestige of the institution.  

At the same time, there is much less research into what factors impact a prospective 

graduate student’s college choice process compared to that of prospective undergraduate 

students.  While this may possibly be attributed to the comparatively smaller population 

of prospective graduate students as compared to the population of prospective graduate 

students, however given the number of services and websites that are marketed to 

universities and graduate programs and the costs associated with such programs, it is 

imperative that universities gain a better understanding of the combination of the factors 

that influence a prospective graduate student in his or her graduate college choice process 

in order to evaluate the comparative merits and in order for universities to more 

effectively utilize their finite resources in promoting their graduate programs to 

prospective graduate students. 

 The contribution of this study is the identification of five themes from the 

participants’ narratives: prior experiences with higher education, choices, alternatives to 

pursuing graduate education, and preparation for graduate school.  In addition, the 
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literature review identified the following themes influencing prospective graduate student 

choice: influential people, financial considerations, fixed institutional characteristics, 

internal and external characteristics, and differences.  These findings provide a beginning 

point for future and more detailed research on the population of prospective graduate 

students as they proceed through their college choice process in order to gain a more 

nuanced understanding of the population. 
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APPENDIX B 

RECRUITMENT MATERIALS 

DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH STUDY ON COLLEGE CHOICE AND 
PROSPECTIVE GRADUATE STUDENTS TO BE PROVIDED TO PARTICIPANTS 

 
What is this research project about? 
 
This project is titled “The College Choice Process for Prospective Graduate Students: a 
Qualitative Inquiry.”  The purpose of this study is to explore how undergraduate students 
decide that they should consider graduate education after finishing their undergraduate 
degrees and how they make the decision about which university they want to attend for 
their Master’s or Doctoral degree. 

What would you do if you participate? 

This is a two-phase study, and the first phase is a face-to-face interview conducted by the 
researcher.  Your role as a participant is to answer questions about your decision making 
process and influences about potentially attending graduate school.  After the interview 
has been transcribed, the transcription will be emailed to you so that you can verify that 
the information is accurate.  A second face-to-face interview will be scheduled to discuss 
changes to the transcribed interview and to address any questions that emerged from the 
initial interview.   

Will I be able to end my participation in the study once started? 

Yes.  Your participation is entirely voluntary.  If at any time during the study, you 
become uncomfortable and/or want to end your participation, you may do so.  Any 
information gathered will be destroyed and will not be used in the study. 

How much time will the interview session take? 

The first interview will last between 45-60 minutes; the follow-up interview will last 
approximately 30 minutes. 

How much of my identity will be revealed? 

All results of this study will be reported with a pseudonym or as group summaries; no 
personal information will be revealed, and the names and/or identifying information of 
universities discussed will be disguised. 

What are the unforeseeable risks and discomforts associated with participating in 
this study? 

There are no unforeseeable risks or discomforts associated with participation in this 
study. 

What are the benefits to participating in and of this study? 
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The benefits to the participants and others of the study are that it will expand the current 
research on how students make decisions about which universities they will attend.  
Participants may also ask the researcher questions about the general application process 
for graduate school and may, as a result learn more about the application process.  
Participants may choose to fill out a card to be entered in a drawing for one of two $25 
gift cards to Barnes and Noble. 

How will the information I prove be used? 

Participants’ responses will be used to glean an understanding of how prospective 
graduate students decide that they should pursue a graduate degree, what factors 
influence them regarding this decision, and what factors influence their choice of 
university for their graduate degrees.  The data collected will be kept confidential.  
Interview data and documents will only be seen by Dr. Stephanie J. Jones and Dr. Stacy 
Jacob, the study supervisors and co-primary investigators, as well as Shannon Samson, 
graduate student and transcriber.  All records and audio recordings will be kept in locked 
storage.  Only the researchers working on this project will have access to the storage. 

Once the data is recorded and entered into a computer, participants will be identified only 
by a pseudonym and anything with their names on it will be destroyed.  If any of the 
findings of this study are published, actual participants’ names will not be used.  
Participants will be informed of any publication. 

Who must I contact if I have questions in regards to this study? 

1.  If you have any questions in regards to this research study, you can contact 
Shannon Samson, Co-Principle Investigator, via telephone (806) 834-5201 or via 
email Shannon.Samson@ttu.edu.  She will answer any questions you may have 
about the study. 

2. If you have questions, you can also ask the HRPP Coordinator of the Texas Tech 
University Institutional Review Board.  You can call (806) 742.2064 or contact 
the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 
Human Subjects, Office of the Vice President for the Protection of Human 
Subjects, Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, 
Lubbock, Texas 79409 
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APPENDIX C 

LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS 

Dear Student, 
 
 Many college students face a complicated decision-making process when deciding whether 
pursuing a Master’s or Doctoral degree is the right choice for them as well as when choosing which 
university and which program is the best fit for them.  The purpose of this study is to better understand your 
decision-making process regarding your choice of a graduate program. 
 
 The study will involve two face-to-face interviews that will be digitally recorded; the first 
interview will last 45-60 minutes.  We will also schedule a 30 minute follow-up interview to clarify 
information, to ensure that the transcripts are accurate, and to make sure that you don’t have additional 
information that you would like to add or remove information.  These interviews will be with Co-PI, 
Shannon Samson, and will be scheduled at a time that is convenient for you.  In the interviews, you will be 
asked questions about your personal and educational background, as well as questions about your 
exploration of possible graduate programs.  The answers will be used to create information that will help 
universities better understand the process that students go through when they are looking for a graduate 
program that is right for them.  The staff members of the Center for Undergraduate Research and the staff 
at the Career Center will pass along the letter on behalf of Shannon Samson, Co-PI and the rest of the 
research team. 
  
 Your participation is completely voluntary, and you may stop your participation at any time.  You 
may find that the process of discussing your process helps you with your decision-making process for 
choosing the graduate program that is right for you; the Co-PI also available to answer any questions 
regarding the graduate application process.  Participants will also be entered in a drawing to win one of two 
$25 Barnes and Noble gift cards; if you complete one interview, you will have one chance to win, and if 
you complete both interviews, you will have two chances to win.  The drawing will take place at the end of 
the data collection phase; we expect this time frame to be about 3 months from now. Any identifying 
information will NOT be linked to your responses. The odds of winning a gift card are approximately 1 in 
30. 
 
 If you would like to participate in the study or have any questions, please contact Shannon Samson 
at shannon.samson@ttu.edu or 806-834-5201 directly.  You may also direct questions to the Human 
Research Protection Program (HRPP), Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, 
Lubbock, TX 79409, 806-742-2064. 
 
Thank you for your help! 
 
Shannon Samson 
 
 
Shannon Samson   Dr. Stephanie J. Jones   Dr. Stacy A. Jacob 
Graduate School   Principal Investigator  Co-Principal Investigator 
Box 41030   Higher Education Admin               Higher Education Admin. 
Texas Tech University  Box 1071   Carruth Rizza Hall 
Lubbock, TX 79409  Texas Tech University  Slippery Rock University 
806-834-5201      Lubbock, TX 79409  Slippery Rock, PA 16057 
shannon.samson@ttu.edu  stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu   stacy.jacob@sru.edu  
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APPENDIX D 

CONSENT FORM 

 College students who are considering applying to Graduate School face a complicated decision-
making process, and this process is not well understood by colleges and universities.  The purpose of this 
study is to gather information about how current undergraduates make their decisions about whether and 
where they will choose to pursue their Master’s or Doctoral degrees. 

 This study will involve one to two in-person interviews that will take place on campus; the 
interviews will be digitally recorded, and the first interview will last between 45-60 minutes, and a second 
follow-up interview will be scheduled after the information gathered at the first interview has been 
transcribed and evaluated to clarify lingering questions.  These interviews will be conducted by a research 
team member at a time that is convenient for you.  During these interviews, you will be asked questions 
about your family and educational background as well as your future plans to pursue an advanced degree.  
Your answers will be used to help universities to better understand how prospective graduate students 
choose a university for their Master’s or Doctoral degrees. 

 All of your responses will be kept completely confidential; pseudonyms will be used and you will 
have the opportunity to view the transcript of the interview to remove any information that you do not wish 
to have used in the study.  All materials will be kept in a secure location. 

 Your participation is completely voluntary, and you may choose to leave the study at any time.  
You may find that the process of discussing your process helps you with your decision-making process for 
choosing the graduate program that is right for you; the interviewer will also be available to answer any 
questions that you have regarding the graduate application process.  Participants will also be entered in a 
drawing to win a $50 Barnes and Noble gift card.  We do not believe that there is any risk of harm to you 
for participating in this study.  Dr. Stephanie Jones, Dr. Stacy Jacob, or Shannon Samson will be able to 
answer any questions should they arise. 

 You may also direct questions to the Human Research Protection Program (HRPP), Office of the 
Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX 79410, 806-742-2064. 

Thank you for your assistance with this study. 

 

Name (please print)-
:____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Email 
Address:______________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature:-
_____________________________________________________Date:____________________________ 

 

Shannon Samson   Dr. Stephanie J. Jones   Dr. Stacy A. Jacob 
Graduate School   Principal Investigator  Co-Principal Investigator 
Box 41030   Higher Education Admin               Higher Education Admin. 
Texas Tech University  Box 1071   Carruth Rizza Hall 
Lubbock, TX 79409  Texas Tech University  Slippery Rock University 
806-834-5201      Lubbock, TX 79409  Slippery Rock, PA 16057 
shannon.samson@ttu.edu  stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu   stacy.jacob@sru.edu  
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APPENDIX E 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

First Interview Questions – Semi-Structured 
Background Information 

Do you have a pseudonym that you would like to use? 
Name:        Gender: 
Age:        Ethnicity: 
University Classification:     Major: 
How did you hear about this study? 
 

Guiding Questions 
1. Tell me about your educational background 

a. Did you attend a community college? [Background] 
b. Did you transfer to this university? [Background] 
c. How long have you been enrolled at this university?  [Background] 

2. Let’s talk a little about your family background as it relates to education 
a. What is the highest level of education that your parents/guardians attained? 

[Background] 
b. What is the highest level of education that your siblings attained? [Background] 
c. Other significant family members? [Background] 

3. How have you financed your education thus far? [Background, Public Policy] 
4. What has influenced you to consider pursuing a graduate degree?  [Personal Attributes, 

Background, Environment] 
5. Have you taken steps to prepare to apply to graduate school, like exploring university 

websites, registering to take the GRE, scheduling campus visits, etc.? [Decision to Start 
Process] 

6. Describe your career goals, both immediate and long term. [Personal Attributes] 
7. What other alternatives have you considered to pursuing a graduate degree? [Decision to 

Start Process] 
a. If you have considered other alternatives, tell me about the decision process to 

choose the graduate degree over the alternatives that you have described? 
8. What universities are you considering for your graduate degree? [College Characteristics] 

a. How did you first find information about the programs at that university? 
[Influences, College Actions I] 

b. What kind of contacts have you had with the university? [College Actions I, 
Influences] 

c. Have you visited the university? [College Characteristics] 
9. What role do your family and friends play in your choice of university? [Influences] 
10. What are the characteristics of the universities that you are considering that make it 

appealing to you? [College Characteristics] 
11. Have you researched the financial aid options that are available to you to pursue graduate 

education? [Public Policy, College Characteristics] 
a. Will you require external funding to cover the costs of your education? 
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APPENDIX F 

EXAMPLE OF A FOLLOW-UP EMAIL TO A PARTICIPANT 

 

From: Samson, Shannon 
Sent: Monday, March 04, 2013 1:01 PM 
To: Maria 
Subject: follow-up 

Dear Maria, 

I hope that all is well with you.  I have the transcript of your interview attached.  
Please let me know if you have anything that you would like to add or redact 
from the transcript.   

I would like to schedule a time for a follow-up interview at your convenience to 
discuss a few lingering questions from your initial interview at your 
convenience.  The follow-up interview should take between 20 and 30 minutes, 
and you will earn an additional chance at winning one of the Barnes and Noble 
gift cards. 

I look forward to hearing from you! 

Shannon 

Shannon Samson 

Coordinator for Graduate Student Recruiting | Doctoral Candidate 

327 Administration Building 

2625 Memorial Circle 

Lubbock, TX 79409-1030 

T 806.834.5201 
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APPENDIX G 

 EXAMPLE OF FOLLOW-UP EMAIL QUESTIONS SENT TO A 
PARTICIPANT CURRENTLY ENROLLED IN AN ONLINE PROGRAM 

From: Samson, Shannon 
Sent: Tuesday, March 26, 2013 9:55 AM 
To: Maria 
Subject: RE: Study 
 
Dear Maria, 
 
Thank you again for responding to my initial questionnaire!  I really appreciate your time 
and have entered you in the drawing for one of two Barnes and Noble gift cards. 
 
I also had a couple of follow-up questions, if you don't mind. 
 
1.  I was really impressed by your academic ambitions!  Very few people decide to get 
one PhD, much less two.  Can you tell me a little about the motivating factors behind 
this?  Tell me about the links between English and History for you. 
 
2.  Not having a lot of familial encouragement came up a couple of times in your 
responses.  My research suggests that is not uncommon among people who are pursuing 
advanced degrees, especially doctoral degrees.  How do you cope?   
 
3.  I am really interested in the contacts that you have had with faculty members.  How 
have you connected with them?  How have they guided your journey to pursue your 
graduate degrees and your research focus? 
 
4.  Tell me a little about your goals to teach history at the college level.  When did this 
passion start for you?  What sort of university environment would be the best fit for your 
goals? 
 
Once again, thank you for taking the time to help me with my research.  I really 
appreciate it. 
 
Shannon Samson 
 


