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ABSTRACT 

University and college administrators are faced with numerous challenges related 

to providing a quality educational experience for students. Although programs, policies 

and procedures vary, many educational issues are often related to each other, influencing 

outcomes and decisions made on a day-to-day basis by academic professionals. One such 

issue with long-reaching effects is the diversity of campus student populations. Some 

research has suggested that finding methods to increase diversity on campus can be 

related to a more positive and stronger academic experience overall for students; and 

changes in access to education over the past century have increased the potential number 

of students on American campus‟ from distinct and diverse backgrounds.  

College choice can be an extremely involved, lengthy and at times difficult 

process. Achieving an understanding of how prospective high school graduates arrive at 

their ultimate decision, in an effort to alleviate some if not all of difficulty in the process, 

is something that researchers and educational professionals continue to work toward. 

While many ethnic groups may be identified by the term minority, this research seeks to 

focus on Latinas.  Latinas, the female portion of the population denoted as Latinos, have 

seen unprecedented population growth, specifically in the Southern regions of the United 

States. The growth of this population, coupled with a steady increase in Latinos pursuing 

higher education could affect the ability of institutions of higher education to increase 

campus diversity.  

The goal of this research is to investigate the influence of social identity on the 

college choice process and the subsequent decision to enroll in an institution of higher 

education from a distinctly humanistic context.  Therefore, a qualitative design was 
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chosen for this research. Research participants were chosen by using purposeful 

sampling. The criteria for selecting respondents for this study were as follows: (1) 

participants must be currently enrolled in one of the two designated four-year 

baccalaureate granting institutions (2) participants must not have attended a community 

college after high school graduation and before enrolling in one of the two four-year 

baccalaureate granting institutions  (3) participants will be a member of the ethnic group 

denoted by the term Latino (4) participants must be of the female gender (5) participants 

will be from 18 to 24 years of age. Study participants were enrolled in institutions who 

awarded a traditional four-year baccalaureate degree, and were within relative proximity 

to a single community college.  Data collection included structured interviews with study 

participants, follow-up interviews to validate collected data, and focus groups conducted 

with study participants. 

It was the purpose of this study to examine the effect of social identity and culture 

as well as institutional factors on the college choice process and the resulting decision to 

attend a baccalaureate granting institution upon completion of high school by Latina 

students age 18 – 24. Determining how these factors affect the college choice process is 

necessary to improve both recruitment and retention for Latinas in four-year 

baccalaureate granting institutions.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION  

Many institutions of higher education, including four-year baccalaureate granting 

institutions struggle with the challenge of increasing diversity among the student 

demographic.  As the number of minority students interested in higher education 

continues to grow, many higher education institutions have created and implemented a a 

variety of methods and practices to efficiently manage and retain students of various 

cultural and ethnic backgrounds in the academic environment (Laden, 1998).  

Learning Reconsidered: A Campus-Wide Focus on the Student Experience 

(2004), a position paper published by the National Association of Student Personnel 

Administrators (NASPA) and the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) 

noted specific learning outcomes that were important in providing the most well rounded 

and transformational educational experience for students. These outcomes embrace 

concepts which appreciate human differences, cultural differences and an underlying 

sense of social responsibility; and which are achieved by including such things as diverse 

student organizations festivals and social events based on culture, and intercultural 

communication in the academic experience. Supporting similar concepts, the Council for 

the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (2003) General Standards and 

Guidelines suggests that diversity improves the academic community and provides a 

greater collegiate experience for all students involved. In order to achieve such results, 

programs and services that foster communication and a greater understanding of cross-

cultural differences are imperative on college campuses. 
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Increasing diversity is imperative to a quality educational experience and the 

inclusion of diverse groups within the student population is related to this increase. The 

reasonable first step to achieving said increase is the recruitment of students from diverse 

populations. Thus, minority students, which include Black, Hispanic and Asian students, 

are the traditional target recruitment groups by which institutions of higher education 

seek to improve the diversity demographic on campus, since traditionally it is these 

students who are most underrepresented.  

Problem Statement 

Gurin, Dey, Hurtdo and Gurin (2002) discuss the need for diversity among the 

student population on college and university campuses as paramount to providing the best 

possible academic environment. In the United States Supreme Court Case,  Regents of the 

University of California v Bakke, Justice Lewis Powell wrote that “the atmosphere of 

„speculation, experiment and creation‟ – so essential to the quality of higher education – 

is widely believed to be promoted by a diverse student body” (438, U.S. 265, 1978).  

Brennan and Osborne (2008) support this idea by suggesting that [both] “social and 

organisational (sic) factors can combine to shape the collective experiences of students to 

an important degree” (p. 184) while Gurin (1999) states that “a diverse student body 

creates a unique learning environment that leads to increased probability that students 

will interact with peers from different backgrounds” (as cited in Umbach and Kuh, 2006, 

p. 169).  

Higher education institutions should provide a strong academic experience, 

increasing the diversity of the student population directly contributes to the collective 

experiences that reinforce a strong education.  The enrollment of minority students as the 
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primary means of increasing diversity is essential to such an experience. Thus, examining 

the process by which minority students choose to attend a four-year baccalaureate 

granting institution is an important step to meeting the challenge of increasing diversity.  

To meet this challenge, this study sought to examine a subset of minority 

population by collecting data from Latina students. For many Latina students, the college 

choice process is impacted by low socio-economic status, institutional factors and social 

identity. This study examines the effect of cultural social identity and institutional factors 

have on the college choice process and the resulting decision to attend a four-year 

baccalaureate granting institution upon completion of high school by Latina students age 

18-22. 

Minority Enrollment Trends 

While many four-year baccalaureate granting institutions have seen their minority 

enrollments increase, the community college has by far been the most successful at 

recruiting and enrolling minority students. The National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) (2002) found that of all enrollments at postsecondary institutions, “minority 

students represented about one-third of the total undergraduate population, including 12 

percent Black, 11 percent Hispanic and 5 percent Asian” (p iii), in comparison to the two-

thirds of Caucasian students accounting for the remaining undergraduate population. In 

2006 the NCES released a publication which examined undergraduate students during the 

2003 through 2004 academic year, with a special focus on community college students. 

This study revealed that 59 percent of undergraduates enrolled in community colleges 

across the nation were female compared to 55 percent enrolled in 4 year institutions. 

Carter and Wilson (1994) reported that in the late 1980‟s and into the beginning of the 
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1990‟s enrollment of minority students in the community college was nearly 36 percent 

overall. This was a larger amount than the 29 percent of minority students who enrolled 

in four year institutions.  Dr. Richard Carpenter, President of the Community College of 

Southern Nevada, suggested that community colleges were the educational choice for 

many minority students and serve as a stepping stone to universities (Community College 

Week, 2004).  

Minority Female Enrollment Trends 

Empirical data on “minority” students often includes statistics that reflect both 

men and women who are considered part of the minority or underrepresented 

populations. The diversity challenge which four-year baccalaureate degree granting 

institutions now face is not simply one dimensional. While recruiting and retaining 

minority students is perhaps the most direct course of action, the diversity discussion 

should not be held without the inclusion of a discourse on gender as it relates to diversity.  

NCES (2002) found that 55 percent or the majority of the undergraduate population at the 

four-year baccalaureate granting intuitions were women. Given that institutions want to 

increase their campus diversity and research has shown that women are by and large out 

numbering their male counterparts in enrollment numbers, it may be appropriate to 

suggest that the conversation regarding improving diversity must include an examination 

of the needs of the student who is both minority and female.  

Latinos in America 

The term “Latina” is derived from “Latino” and is used to describe the female 

segment of a particular population. The term Latino collectively identifies an ethnic 

group whose members share a similar cultural heritage. Torres, Reiser, LePeau, Davis 
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and Ruder (2006) suggest that a Latinos are “individuals of Latin American descent 

(Central and South America as well as the Spanish-speaking Caribbean) who live in the 

United States” (p. 65). Although this particular group of individuals is often referred to 

by different terms, including Hispanic and Chicano, Torres (2004) suggested that the 

term Latino was the most appropriate term when used to describe this diverse population.  

The history of Latinos in America is somewhat difficult to account for since the 

United Sates did not conduct a formal census before 1790 and did not account for every 

member of each household until 1850 (United States Census Bureau, 2010).  Early 

censuses also recorded Latinos as white or Caucasian and did not register information 

regarding origin or descent. A large majority of Latinos during this time were Mexican, 

largely since it was then that the Republic of Texas was annexed to the United States, 

followed swiftly by the war with Mexico and subsequent cessation and the annexation of 

a large portion of the Northern part of Mexico to the United States.  By the end of the 

1800‟s, the United States had also claimed sovereignty over Puerto Rico and had granted 

citizenship to numerous Latinos (Lopez, 2005).  In the mid 1920‟s, when the United 

States first began to have issue with Mexicans immigrating into the country that 

discussion about changing the census procedures began; since prior to this time Mexican 

immigrants began to number close to 60 thousand a year (Lopez, 2005).  

 The 1930 census was the first to classify Mexicans as a non-white race which 

helped to propel anti-immigration and expulsion efforts that deported nearly half a 

million Mexicans, both immigrants and United States Citizens, back across the border to 

Mexico. After tremendous backlash and protest from both naturalized and non-

naturalized Mexicans as well as the government of Mexico, the 1940 census classified 
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Mexicans as white. All other Latinos were classified as White until the 1970 census. In 

1970 President Nixon required the census to include questions about Hispanic ethnicity 

and descent. By the 1980 census, all persons were questioned on whether or not they 

were of Spanish/Hispanic origin or descent (Lee, 1993; Chapa, 2000), a procedure which 

continues to this day.  

Nationally, the Latino population is growing steadily; however, there are specific 

areas of the country where the number of Latinos is more concentrated. A 2000 Census 

Brief entitled The Hispanic Population, reported that more than three-fourths of 

Hispanics [live] in the West or South.  Of the 50 counties across the nation where 

Latino‟s are the majority of the population, 43 are located in Texas and New Mexico. 

Nearly one-half of the entire nation‟s Latino population resides in either California or 

Texas (United States Census Bureau, 2000, p. 3).  Murdock, White, Hoque, Pecotte, You 

and Balkan (2003) suggest “not only does Texas have the second largest Hispanic 

population in the nation (behind California)…but Hispanic population growth has also 

been the single largest determinant of population growth in the state for each of the last 

two decades” (p. 18).   The same census brief reported that “281.4 million residents were 

counted in the United States (excluding Puerto Rico and the U.S. Island Areas), of which 

35.3 million (or 12.5 percent) were Hispanic…an additional 3.8 million Hispanics were 

enumerated in the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico” (p 1). Furthermore, the brief reported 

that “the Hispanic population increased by 57.9 percent, from 22.4 million in 1990 to 

35.3 million in 2000, compared with an increase of 13.2 percent for the total U.S. 

population” (p. 2).  
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Of the number of Latinos living in the South, specifically in Texas, the majority 

are of Mexican descent. This may be due to the fact that Texas was created from territory 

owned by Mexico and many Mexicans remained in Texas after the land was annexed, 

primarily in Southern Texas, in areas such as San Antonio and the Rio Grande Valley 

(Been & Gutierrez, 2006). During the Mexican Revolution in the early 20
th

 century, it is 

believed that as many as one million Mexicans sought refuge in the United States (Been 

& Gutierrez, 2006).  Demographic research estimates that since that time, the population 

of Mexicans in Texas “began to double in size every 13 years; by 1990 it was 22, 354, 

059 and by 2000 it was 35,305,818”  (Been & Gutierrez, 2006, p 11) and Mexicans, 

otherwise noted as Latinos became the majority in Texas with 32 percent of the total 

population (Murdock, 2003). 

While the Latino population continues to grow, Latinos are also one of the largest 

minority groups living below the poverty level. The United States Census Bureau (2002) 

reported that in 2000 nearly 23% of all Hispanics or Latinos lived in poverty. Of the 

Latinos of Mexican descent, 20.6% lived below the poverty level in the United States.   

Culture  

 

 The Latino culture is a male dominated culture with rigid expectations in regard 

to gender roles. The concept of machismo, which can be seen over generations, reinforces 

the cultural tradition of allowing the male to serve as the alpha or dominate figure within 

the familial structure (Fragoso & Kashubeck, 2000).  Gender role expectations of the 

male Latino require him to spend his time working and being a good provider for his 

family. Socially the Latino male is also encouraged by his family, in particular his father, 

and his peers to spend time with other males participating in various social activities 
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(Kulis, Marsiglia & Hurdle, 2003). Participation with other male Latinos reinforces 

cultural machismo and supports the concept that the role of the male Latino is one of 

invincibility, dominance and overt aggressiveness (Goldwert, 1983). For the Latino male, 

his “social world is a man‟s world…he spends a great deal of his effort and money in 

making his social position stand out in the world of males” (Penalosa, 1968, p.686). 

Weakness and lack of ability is anathema to the Latino male and requesting assistance or 

needing support can be seen as sign of both. Latino males who exhibit machismo are also 

very careful to avoid any situation or action which may undermine their authority or 

make them seem at all inferior to another male.  

While women are not necessarily subjugated constantly, they are expected to 

compliment the Latino male role as the authority, the financial provider, and the decision 

maker (Penalosa, 1968). For the female or the Latina, their role is perceived as a 

submissive one. The woman‟s identity is directly related to her position within the home 

as well as her marital status. She is expected to conduct herself in a manner which 

reflects respect not only for herself but also for her father or her husband, whichever is 

the dominant male in her life (Penalosa, 1968).  

A Latina is expected to move from her father‟s house to her husband‟s all while 

maintaining her innocence and virtue; which gives her value within her marriage. 

Standard Latino gender roles suggest that a “woman‟s place is definitely in the 

home...any work outside the home obviously reduces not only the woman‟s financial 

dependence…but also the amount of time she can spend attending to [the family‟s] 

needs” (Penalosa,1968, p.685). Kulis, et al. ( 2003) suggest that a Latina‟s identity is 

created by her ability to associate her existence with that of her own submissive and 
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perhaps self-sacrificing mother.  The role of the Latina is often associated with a need for 

greater responsibility to the social and even emotional needs of her family (Blair & 

Cobas, 2006; Vasquez, Pease-Alvarez & Shannon, 1994). For these reasons, the 

enrollment for Latinas in higher education institutions is complicated the family 

expectations of the women wishing to pursue college educations  

Latino Enrollment Trends 

 The American Council on Education (2003) released the 20th anniversary edition 

of its Minorities in Higher Education annual status report which showed that in 1980 

there were 2.1 million students enrolled in colleges and universities. By 2000, the number 

of enrolled students had grown over 100% to 4.3 million students enrolled. This was a 

significant increase that also included a noticeable gap between the rate of growth for 

white students and minority students.  

 The report also demonstrated that the 1980 enrollment rate in colleges and 

universities for all races was approximately 30%. However, college enrollment rates by 

2000 were severely divided by race, with 46% of total student enrollment being white 

students, 40% percent African-American students, and only 34% Hispanic students. 

While the number of white students enrolled had grown nearly 16 percentage points, and 

the number of African-American students enrolled had grown nearly 10 percentage 

points, the number of Hispanic students enrolled had only grown four percentage points 

in 20 years (American Council on Education, 2003). 

 The American Council on Education (2003) reported that by 2000, women made 

up nearly 60% of the total undergraduate student enrollment in colleges and universities 

across the United States.  In addition, the majority of minority students enrolled in 
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colleges and universities during that same period were female. The report revealed that in 

1980 approximately 31% of Hispanic or Latino males who graduated from high school 

chose to enroll in higher education. During this same time period, only 27 percent of 

Hispanic or Latina women chose to enroll in higher education after high school 

graduation; however by 2000, some 20 years later, the enrollment rate for Hispanic males 

in colleges and universities remained at approximately 31%, but the enrollment rate for 

Hispanic or Latina females had grown by 10% to approximately 37% (American Council 

on Education, 2003).  

 Despite the growing number of women enrolling in higher education, Latinas still 

trail far behind their female counterparts, and are more often than not the female ethnic 

group least likely to be educated in the formal institution of higher education (Ginoria & 

Huston, 2001). Attention to the Latino population in higher education has become a 

concern due to the rapid growth of the Latino population in the United States, and the 

predicted trend of continued growth over the next decade. There is, however, very little 

scholarly research regarding the college choice process and educational experience of 

Latino students.  Most existing scholarly work involving Latinos addresses gender 

differences and cultural milieus which play a part in the decision-making process (Ceja, 

2000).  Therefore, it is in the best interest of the educational community and society at 

large to promote stronger and more effective educational results for this particular 

segment of the population (Gonzalez, Stoner & Jovel, 2003).  

The Latina Student Experience 

 The Latina student experience is influenced by many factors including difficult 

and often daunting obstacles in the path to education. Yosso (1996) suggests that Latina 
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students wishing to pursue higher education are often at a disadvantage even by high 

school since, by and large, they usually come from low-socioeconomic backgrounds 

which result in attendance at sub-par schools with poor conditions. These schools also 

tend to promote a vocationally-based curriculum for minority students that works at 

under preparing and “discouraging Chicana/o students from pursuing higher education” 

(Yosso, 1996, p 58). Furthermore, Ceja (2001) suggests that high school counselors 

routinely avoid working with students who are perceived as „non-college bound‟ and 

when interaction is unavoidable they are often discouraging and provide very little 

information of value. Even if the Latina student is able to overcome the limitations of her 

school and its resources to continue the pursuit of higher education, her choices are often 

limited by institutional factors which influence her decision making process. These 

factors include a lack of information and assistance from the institution of higher 

education the Latina student may be considering attending (Gonzalez, et. al, 2003), the 

type and amount of financial assistance the Latina may be eligible for (Astin, 1998), and 

the geographic location and size of the institution (Laanan, 1996).  

 One of the greatest and most overlooked obstacles for Latina students in pursuit 

of higher education is culture. For many college-bound Latinas in the United States, their 

path is a forked road even after having navigated through both less than stellar high 

schools and limited access to information; they find themselves facing a college choice 

decision. If their parents were immigrants, the Latina student‟s desire to pursue higher 

education may be colored by the need to prove academic achievement is possible 

regardless of citizenship. Valenzuela (1999) suggests that Latino students with immigrant 

parents or who are immigrants themselves often have a stronger drive which is directly 
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correlated to the respectful, obedient, and deferential manner in which they were raised. 

Mautue-Bianchi (1991) addresses this persistence or drive as a result of ingrained 

"Mexican" behavior since culturally respect, deference, and an underlying fear of 

authority are valued and encouraged. Students who were born outside of the United 

States or who had parents who were born in outside of the United States often perceive 

education to have a greater value, first because it is often unavailable in their home 

country, and second because it gives them the opportunity to provide a more monetarily 

and socially for their immediate family (Buriel & Cardoza, 1988). 

 If a Latina was born in the United States, her path to higher education maybe 

colored less by the need to achieve academic success and more by the opportunity to 

rebel against perceived roles and identities for Latinas in American society. Many US-

born Latinas struggle with the ability to relate to their Mexican heritage and the 

expectations of American society to be less Mexican and more American (Valenzuela, 

1999). As a result US-born Latinas are often accused of "acting white” or acting better 

than everyone else because they are “americanizados”; they may speak very little Spanish 

and have a limited understanding of cultural traditions outside of those practiced in their 

Americanized homes (Suarez-Orosco, 1991). Social expectations of what constitutes 

being “Latina” are vastly different from areas where the Latino population have grown 

substantially. 

 The pursuit of higher education presents a new set of challenges to both the 

immigrant Latina and the US born Latina since neither population is largely represented 

in colleges and universities (Holling, 2006). Both groups of Latinas struggle to embrace 

their social identity relating to their pursuit of higher education. For example, the 
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immigrant Latina may be encouraged to do well in school while continuing to be bound 

by stereotypical Latina gender roles.  The traditional Latina gender role suggests that 

upon graduation from high school, a Latina would become a wife and mother and not to 

attend college. The United States born Latina also struggles to find ways to straddle both 

her cultural expectations and the expectations of mainstream America.  US Latinas often 

search for balance in their personal educational needs without alienating herself from her 

peers and her family who may consider the pursuit of education a largely “white” practice 

(Flores, 1996). 

 As a result of all of these factors, Latina students in pursuit of higher education 

must often find their way through the college choice process by addressing obstacles 

created by socio-economic status, limited access to knowledge and information, 

institutional factors, and social cultural identity. Understanding the Latina student 

experience and how she reaches the point where she is ready to make an educational 

decision is the key to determining how to recruit, and possibly retain more Latina 

students in higher education.  

The Researcher Experience 

 Research is, or should be, largely focused on observations, data collection, 

analysis and findings involving individuals other than the researcher. However, it is 

impossible for any research to be completely without bias, particularly if the researcher is 

intimate with the research topic. Janesick (2003) suggests that “as we try to make sense 

of our social world and give meaning to what we do as researchers, we continually raise 

awareness of our own beliefs” (p 56) resulting in research that must include researcher 
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bias. For this researcher, some bias exists through her experience of having moved 

through the college choice process as a Latina student, much like the participants.  

 The concept for this research topic developed over a period of many years as the 

researcher moved through her own educational journey. Latina peers in the researcher‟s 

social environment, had stories similar to those of the participants with regard to college 

choice. The researcher, who is a United States born Latina with Mexican roots, attended a 

four-year baccalaureate granting institution rather than a community college upon 

completion of high school. Much like the participants in the study, the researcher 

struggled with issues of separation, familial responsibility, the opinions of peers and 

friends, and even the ability to fund the cost of education. This struggle was impacted 

greatly by the researcher‟s developing social identity as a Latina, and her place within the 

culture. 

 Choosing to pursue a college degree created a divide between the researcher and 

her peer group, largely because such a goal was viewed as distinctly non-Latina. Where 

her Latina counterparts were choosing to attend community college and live at home, the 

researcher eschewed that path and chose instead to live on campus albeit close to her 

family home. Eventually a separation developed between the researcher and her culture, 

largely due to a feeling of not belonging. Her former social group seemed to reject her for 

not being Latina enough while she lacked other identities that would grant her acceptance 

elsewhere.  

 It was here, in this void between the Latina she had always been and the Latina 

she had become that the researcher realized the noticeable lack of other Latinas such as 

herself. Comparatively few Latinas were pursuing higher education in the same manner 
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as she, and most had chosen the path viewed more traditional for Latinos which was to 

attend the community college. As the researcher moved into her doctoral studies, and was 

exposed to issues concerning gender and multicultural studies, she became more and 

more aware of the importance to her of addressing the lived experiences of Latina 

women, particularly educated Latina women, and listening to the stories they had to tell.  

 The research questions for this study evolved then from the culmination of the 

researcher‟s own lived experiences during the college choice process, current literature in 

higher education and social identity, and her need to specifically target individuals such 

as herself to examine whether portions of her own experience were persisting as similar 

events for younger Latinas who had chosen to pursue higher education.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions will guide the study: 

1. How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on higher 

education had on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution?   

2. How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on gender 

roles had on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution 

3. How do Latina students perceive the effect that institutional factors had on 

their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting institution?  

Purpose of the Study 

It was the purpose of this study to examine the effect of social identity and culture 

as well as institutional factors on the college choice process and the resulting decision to 
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attend a baccalaureate granting institution upon completion of high school by Latina 

students age 18 – 24. Determining how these factors affect the college choice process is 

necessary to improve both recruitment and retention among Latinas in four-year 

baccalaureate granting institution. 

Philosophical Foundations 

This study focused on revealing the insights and perspectives of Latina students 

and their respective college choice processes; the study ultimately resulted in an 

investigation and examination of the life experiences of each of these young women. In 

more specific terms, the study was interested in understanding and revealing how these 

women experienced the joys, frustrations, opinions, thoughts, desires, and challenges 

related to college choice. For this reason, this study adopted a phenomenological design. 

The study of how individuals move through and experience any particular phenomenon is 

defined as phenomenology (Patton, 2002).  The goal of any phenomenologist is to work 

to create research conditions which promote an objective review and study of various 

subjective social and psychological characteristics such as attitudes, emotions and even 

judgments (van Manen, 1990; Welman & Kruger, 1999) and to attempt to delve into the 

participant‟s life or their sphere of knowledge and experience within their own 

consciousness (Groenewald, 2004). Since phenomenology is based on examining human 

phenomena it is suitable for use in humanistic disciplines, such as education (Morse, 

1994) and for use in this study. 

The development of phenomenology in the twentieth century is attributed in large 

part to the German philosopher Edmund Husserl (Groenewald, 2004) although 

phenomenology can actually be traced back to Kant and Hegel (Habermas, 1968). 
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Husserl  (1962) observed and promoted the concept that the phenomenological researcher 

should strive to describe  the occurring phenomenon as correctly and enthusiastically as 

possible by staying true to the facts involved and eliminating as much as possible any 

judgments or bias. Phenomenology should seek clarity and insight into the human 

experience and should be used as an approach that requires responsibility and personal 

consciousness (Husserl, 1962). Heidegger (1962) observed that phenomenologist develop 

and associate meanings through both existing knowledge and the intricate meanings of 

the life experiences of those who participate in the research.  

 The goal of the current study was to foster a deeper understanding of the Latina 

students‟ experiences with the college choice process. To support this quest for 

understanding, existing knowledge must be included.  Information such as the historical 

development of college choice, its perceived effect, and the characteristics of Latina‟s 

and their role as a college student, provide important contexts to the study. Therefore, the 

use of the phenomenological approach was the most appropriate method of study. Both 

the Husserlean (1962) and Heideggerian (1962), or descriptive and interpretative 

concepts of phenomenology were employed to provide rich descriptions and associate 

meaning with the experiences which the students reveal.  

A qualitative design was chosen for this study to examine the college choice 

process and communicate with individuals who had been through the actual college 

choice process in order to address the proposed research questions and conduct 

qualitative analysis, which would have been difficult to conduct using a quantitative 

methodology. The communication between the participant and the researcher provided a 
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stronger insight into the opinions, thoughts and ideas of the participants better, perhaps, 

than what a more quantitative method could (De Sola Pool, 1959). 

 

Significance of the Study 

Laanan (1996) reported that most minority students began their educational 

careers at the community college. At the time, nearly 50% of all minority undergraduates 

were enrolled in community colleges, largely due to the community colleges‟ ability to 

provide more flexible scheduling and a curriculum with greater diversity. Minority 

students, by and large, are eschewing enrollment at four-year baccalaureate granting 

institutions for enrollment in the community college, giving community colleges some of 

the most diversified student populations in higher education. Large numbers of Latina 

students are choosing to enroll in the community college, but four-year baccalaureate 

granting institutions are not seeing similar enrollment numbers. The disparity in 

enrollment numbers has demonstrated a need to investigate the college choice process of 

Latinas. For many Latina students, the college choice process is affected by issues of 

social identity within their culture in addition to institutional factors. Determining how all 

of these factors affect the college choice process is necessary in improving both 

recruitment and retention among Latinas in four-year baccalaureate granting intuitions.   

Delimitations  

Certain delimitations are acknowledged in regard to this study. This study examined 

two institutions of higher education in the state of Texas. The first institution is large, the 

second somewhat smaller and both are located in a region populated by many Latinos. 

This study included only those students identified as Latina by established definition and 
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only those Latinas attending a four-year baccalaureate granting higher education 

institution in a rural geographic location located less than 35 miles from a community 

college. Institutional factors addressed within this study reflected only a select period of 

time. Finally, the researcher is Latina and attended a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution without attending a community college first. Thus the experiences of the 

researcher may have provided additional or biased insight into the findings reported.  

Limitations 

The researcher examined only the college choice process of Latina students 

attending a four-year baccalaureate granting institution. The data obtained was dependent 

on the truthfulness and willingness of the participants.  

Assumptions 

 The primary assumptions of this particular study were related to the student 

demographics to be examined. The study assumed that participants were students who 

were geographically located within the city where the four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution in which they are enrolled is located. Further the study assumes that each of 

the participants are pursuing a four-year baccalaureate degree at the university in which 

they are enrolled.   

Definition of Terms 

Minority 

Non-Caucasian.  

Bacculaureate Granting Institution 

 University or college which awards a traditional, four-year baccalaureate degree. 

Latino    
Individuals of Latin American descent (Central and South America as well as the 

Spanish-speaking Carribean) who live in the United States. 
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Latina    
Female member of the cultural group denoted as Latino 

 

 

Enrolled    
Currently registered for and attending at least 6 hours at a four year institution. 

 

Machismo   
A male or Latino who exhibits behaviors which are authoritarian, emotionally 

restrictive and controlling (as defined by Torres, et al., 2006). 

 

Gender    
Indicating whether the student is male or female. 

 

Culture    
Common practices, beliefs and behaviors exhibited by similar ethnic groups. 

 

Ethnic Group 
A group of individuals who identify with each other through common heritage 

and culture.  

 

Rural 

Referring to a city or location that is not recognized as a major metropolitan area.  

 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provides background and rationale for this study as well as defining 

the research questions and significance of the study.  As colleges and universities work to 

continue to diversify the student population on campuses across the nation, examining 

methods to recruit individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds is a necessary part of 

the solution. Given that the Latino population continues to grow in the United States, 

while Latino students are among some of the most underrepresented students on campus, 

it is important for higher education to examine the college choice process among these 

students and use information gathered to create programs and services that foster 

diversity and student growth.  
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Chapter 2 will explore the link between college choice and social identity theory 

and culture. The literature provides evidence on the evolution of the college choice 

process over the past one hundred and thirty years, and the college choice theories which 

exist today.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Although researchers have widely explored the concepts of college choice, the 

influences on college choice decisions for Latinas have not received as much attention. 

The following chapter reviews the development of college choice theory and the 

experiences of Latinos in higher education . This chapter is organized into four sections: 

(1) the history of college choice, (2) Latinos in higher education and (3) theoretical nad 

contextual framework. College choice is a complicated and at times arduous process. 

Decisions about where and if to enroll in higher education affect not only the student but 

family, friends and even peers. Some research suggests that how high school graduates 

make enrollment decisions has begun to shape discussions involving educational issues 

and societal outcomes (Kinzie, Palmer, Hayek, Hossler, Jacob & Cummings, 2004).  

However, college choice is the result of years of historical influence and associated 

research on how students choose which, if any college to attend. To best understand 

college choice in the present, it helps to examine the history of college choice and how it 

has evolved throughout the past one hundred and thirty years. 

History of College Choice 

1880-1920 

 Lucas (2006) says that the reorganization of higher education in the United States 

after the Civil War was due in large part to “a potent combination of social, political, 

cultural and economic factors” (p. 148). Institutions of higher education have always 

pandered to the particular vocational needs of the potential student base, (e.g. agriculture 

in rural areas).  The dilemma for these schools was not in offering the curriculum but in 
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finding a way to recruit students in a more successful manner. Although land grants have 

assisted in the creation of numerous colleges, when faced with the choice of attending an 

institution of higher education or remaining in their current situation, most students chose 

the latter rather than the former. According to Lucas (2006), what those seeking reform 

did not give credit to was the extent that the students who were enrolling in college would 

go to in order to leave the farm; college choice then was less about choosing between 

different colleges and more about choosing to attend or not to attend college as a whole. 

The benefits of education were still difficult for many to grasp and the time it took to earn 

an education meant time away from performing the work needed to survive. 

Further compounding the problem was that in this particular period, high school 

was a far cry from the educational entity that exists today (Lucas, 2006). As a result of 

this lack of existing educational structure, many colleges and universities were struggling 

with the admitting and enrolling students who were academically unprepared for success 

(Lucas, 2006). In response, as America and the educational system approached the start 

of the 20
th

 century, colleges and universities had begun adopting certification 

requirements for admission. These requirements began separating the existing high 

schools according to their ability to produce students ready to move into higher education 

without developmental assistance and those schools which provided students not 

immediately ready to move into higher education without a strong college preparatory 

program (Lucas, 2006). This division would spur the increasing competitiveness 

surrounding higher education and bring about one of the most important changes with in 

American higher education by the end of the 19th century, changes that suddenly made 

going to college both fashionable and prestigious (Thelin, 2004).  



Texas Tech University, Heather Martinez, December 2010   

24 

 

Public interest in colleges and universities began to increase, aided by the 

fascination of the general public. Collegiate life was advertised through popular 

literature, current students and alumni who worked hard to keep an air of mystery around 

their particular institutions and to whet the curious appetites of outsiders (Thelin, 2004). 

As America entered the new century, college going students had become models for the 

population at large. To be able “to dress like them, to be like them – that was the 

magnetism that brought together a new American aristocracy and that held the attention 

of a curious, even indulgent generation of American adults” (Thelin, 2004, p. 165). As a 

result, college choice in regard to four year non preparatory institutions began to shift, 

becoming less of a prestigious and often unattainable decision for the common man and 

more of an indicator of social positioning and strength as well as a method to gain 

prestige (Thelin, 2004).  

Individuals making college choices were, by and large, white males whose 

families had the financial wherewithal to support the desire for a college education. 

While women‟s colleges existed, they too were often populated by young women who 

were from wealthy families, academically prepared and trained in all of the social graces 

and etiquette (Thelin, 2004). By and large, students from low socio-economic families 

and minority families were not included in the higher education landscape.  

1920- 1940 

 During this period higher education was still a luxury of the affluent. Although 

the importance of college education was widely recognized, attendance was less 

universal. However, as more of the affluent sector began to send their offspring to 

institutions of higher education, the process of choosing an institution became more and 
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more vital. During this period of time many researchers and authors produced works on 

making college choices, even college presidents such as W.W. Comfort of Haverford 

College produced literature on the subject. Kinzie, et. al. (2004) suggested that although 

the acknowledged factors which students examined when determining where to attend 

college included the type of curriculum being offered, the location of the institution, the 

institutions co-education policies, the size of the institution and the type of institution, 

most families were making decisions based on what most might consider irrational 

factors. Tunis (1939) suggested that often young men and women and their parents would 

choose an institution from strange reasons not based on academic need or future plans. 

These strange reasons included such things as the amount of outdoor life, the strength of 

the football team, the architecture and landscaping of the campus or because someone 

they had met from the campus such as the dean or the president had impressed the family 

as a nice man.  

 Since college was a privilege of the wealthy, finances often played a very small 

role in college choice decisions. In 1934, a little less than one-fourth of all college 

freshmen reported that cost was a secondary consideration in the college choice process. 

Of foremost importance in their college choice process was the input of a family member 

or friend (Kinzie, et al., 2004). The reason for family members and friends playing such a 

large role in the college choice process can be attributed to a lack of general information 

regarding institutions of higher education. Even by the late 1930‟s there still existed no 

formal central information organization on higher education or any type of comparison 

from institution to institution. Parents and students were left to navigate the choice 
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process using what information they could procure from the institution itself and by word 

of mouth from their own peers and associates (Kinzie, et al., 2004; Tunis, 1939).  

 Minority students were still notably absent from the student demographic during 

this period. Many colleges and universities openly denied admission to Black students 

and there were often quotas for minorities at other schools, including some with religious 

minorities such as Jewish or Catholic students (Kinzie, et al., 2004). Thelin (2004) 

suggests that during this time the exclusion of students on the basis of race was a national 

practice rather than one based on geographic region. Often low socio-economic status 

would keep minorities out of the student ranks, however even those rare few who could 

attend institutions of higher education had limited choices since very few offered access 

to minority students and the campuses in the North that were supposedly integrated 

lacked a great deal to be desired (Thelin, 2004).  

1940 – 1960 

 The idea of open access was not one that was accepted as the norm prior to this 

period in time. Many still believed that education should be available only to those who 

were classed in an elite and socially salient group of individuals. Student enrolled in 

college during this period were primarily White males from affluent families and there 

existed very little assistance in the form of financial aid for student who could not afford 

to pay for the cost of education on their own. It would not be until the nation entered into 

World War II and college enrollment began to decline, resulting in the creation of the GI 

bill that the landscape of American education would change drastically and permanently 

(Kenzie, et al., 2004).  
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 The basic purposes of the GI Bill included reducing postwar unemployment rates 

among veterans returning home and to increase college enrollments while opening access 

to education across the board. The GI Bill paid for tuition, books, fees, and even allotted 

monthly allowances which drove returning veterans to institution of higher education in 

record numbers. Post World War II colleges and universities in America saw an 

unprecedented growth. Access was broken open and students who prior to this period of 

time could not have attended an institution of higher education found that the GI Bill 

along with the emergence of the first financial aid offices, smoothed the pathway into the 

nation‟s colleges and universities (Lucas, 2006; Thelin, 2004). 

 The surge of enrollment after the war also brought with it complications. As more 

and more students were attending institutions of higher education, there was a greater 

need to create general criteria for admissions. Although the College Board had been 

established in 1900, it was during this era that it began to play a more prominent role in 

college choice and admission. As a result, standardized testing became and admissions 

requirement to colleges. As they adopted a more universal method of college admission, 

colleges and universities forced students began taking the college choice process more 

seriously.  

Parents still played a large role in the choice process, although the dissemination 

of information regarding higher education was improving. More and more publications 

were addressing the issue of college choice and promoting their own ideals regarding 

what issues were important to keep in mind when choosing an institution of higher 

education. Texts such as Dunsmoor and Davis‟ How to Choose that College (1951) 

focused on the skills and abilities of the student and even addressed whether or not the 
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student and the student‟s family were financially capable of supporting an educational 

career. Decisions were still based on familiar and peer input, however, and the issue of 

geographical location often came to the forefront, since living further away meant an 

increased cost for the individual if not the family. In fact, the “economic perspective 

constructed the college choice process as an investment decision in which students 

weighed the costs and benefits of attending college and make choices based on their 

evaluation of the economic benefits” (Bergerson, 2009, p. 4). 

 College access for minority students increased during this period of time. Many 

veterans who took advantage of the GI Bill were minorities causing colleges and 

universities were already being overrun by record enrollments to include larger numbers 

of minority students across the board than had previously been seen. However, even 

though programs such as the GI Bill allowed more minority students to enroll in college, 

the numbers of students who attending were still small when compared to the numbers of 

Caucasian students. Kinzie, et. al (2004) explain that expansion and growth in higher 

education during this particular period remained limited to those who were wealthy 

enough to afford college. 

1960 – 1975 

 By 1960, attending college became a more standard practice for students after 

graduating high school. Almost half of all graduating high school seniors were choosing 

to attend some form of higher education. Two year or junior college began to flourish and 

offered more opportunities for women and minority students than had previously been 

available. As college became the pathway to a greater social standing as well as wealth, 

enrollments began to increase persistently leading to what many would dub as the 
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“Golden Age” of higher education in America (Kenzie, et al., 2004; Jencks & Reisman, 

1977).  

 Social unrest, during the period, influenced American educational policy and 

reform. The Civil Rights Movement and the Women‟s Rights Movement forced colleges 

and universities to address integration and coeducation across the board. Pushing this 

change was the implementation of the Higher Education Act of 1965. The act addressed 

the provision of financial aid to students in various forms of education, both public and 

private, and made strides to address the needs of the students as individuals, more 

specifically those students who came from somewhat disadvantaged circumstances. This  

afforded greater access to students from different cultures and socioeconomic status 

(Kinzie, et al., 2004).  The Higher Education Act inspired the establishment of 

affirmative action programs and Title IX which made it illegal to discriminate on the 

basis of sex. Implementation of these programs led to greater opportunities in education 

for students of color or minority students by forcing desegregation and making schools 

achieve a greater combination of varying types of students (Kinze, et al., 2004).   

 The college choice process during this decade became more difficult for students. 

Community colleges offered open access while universities sought to improve the access 

for minority students through various programming and recruitment techniques. 

Competition was commonplace for enrollment spots at the larger, more recognizable 

universities and students and families were faced with greater amounts of increasingly 

complex information on education and financial assistance packages. The decision-

making process (Kinize, et al., 2004) moved from simple practicality and the inclusion of 
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opinions and advice of others as to complex evaluations of such factors as cost, distance 

from the student‟s home, and the institution's overall academic reputation.  

Minority students, due to increased financial options, could examine the 

possibility of attending more schools than were previously in their sphere of attainment. 

Greater support from federal and state institutions including financial aid played a large 

part in access to higher education during this time period (Kinzie, et al., 2004). The 

problem that began to surface, however, was a lack of exposure or understanding on the 

part of the student and the student‟s family to higher education in general. Since prior to 

this time the number of minorities attending institutions of higher education was very 

small, there were few families with experience in choosing colleges or even a strong 

grasp on the workings of education as an institution; as a result, although access was 

available navigating the college choice process was deeply difficult, and enrollment by 

minority students was not necessarily guaranteed.  

1975 – 1990 

 In the mid 1970‟s, the college choice process began to change again. The 

emergence of college choice theory began to address the various influences and factors 

which affect the students‟ decision making process. Changing the face of the choice 

process was the fact that by this time, students were being more actively and aggressively 

courted and marketed by institution of higher education than ever before. Even the 

parents of potential students were subjected to marketing tactics designed to enlist their 

aid in encouraging their child to attend a particular institution. (Kinzie, et al., 2004; 

Hoopes, 1976). Parents were still a large part of the choice process and this period saw a 

great importance attached to both cost and geographical location of the institution. 
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According to Paulsen (1990) the psychology of college choice examined mainly the 

higher education environment and how a student's perception of that environment could 

influence their choice. Thus, location, expense and proximity to family were inherent in 

the choice process.  

 Colleges and universities were also faced with many changes during this period of 

time. It was necessary, due to affirmative action for these institutions to be aggressive in 

their recruitment and enrollment of underprivileged students and underrepresented 

students most of whom were minority students. Although Regents of the University of 

California v. Bakke assisted somewhat by allowing these institutions to use race as one of 

several determinants for admission, institutions were still left with the challenge of 

recruiting and enrolling minority students. By and large minority students were still 

influenced by cost, access to financial aid, geographic location and other cultural and 

social constraints which made college choice that much more difficult.  

 As a result, during this period college choice began to become distinctive among 

certain students, proportionate to their gender, race, ethnicity and socio-economic status. 

Women and minority students were using lenses which were quite different from their 

male and Caucasian counterparts to examine the college choice process. There was still 

limited knowledge from friends and family among minority students on college and the 

college choice process which contributed to a continuation of limited involvement in 

higher education. Although first generation students were starting to enroll in institutions 

of higher education, the start of true change would come through cases such as the Bakke 

case, which allowed colleges and universities to use race as one of several factors in 
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considering a student‟s application and the possibility of admission, as a means of 

achieving diversity among the student body (Kinzie, et al., 2004).  

1990 - Present  

 As the nation moved into the final decade of the 20
th

 century, the college choice 

process involved numerous influences. Federal guidelines on higher education were 

requiring greater scrutiny on the effectiveness and accountability of higher education 

institutions while the costs associated with attending college were beginning to affect 

even the more affluent students and families. As competition among colleges and 

universities continued to increase, the interest and concerns of students and parents who 

wanted to ensure that their financial investment in higher education was being paid 

attention to put increased pressure on institutions to develop responsive procedures and 

competitive profiles.  Institutions were deemed most worthy based on rankings, student 

demographics and to some extent, prestige (Lucas, 2006; Bergerson, 2009; Kinzie, et. al., 

2004).  

 As student enrollment continued to grow, a greater number of women enrolled in 

colleges and universities. A greater number of minority students attending institutions of 

higher education also occurred during this period; however, in comparison to their 

Caucasian peers, their enrollment numbers were still rather low. Bergerson (2009) and 

McDonough, Antonio, Walpole and Perez (1998) suggest that the reason for this was the 

continued lack of access to college choice information for most low-socioeconomic 

students, many of whom were minority students. While Caucasian students and students 

in the middle to upper socio-economic statuses had access to information such as college 

rankings and comparisons and scholarship and grant programs to assist in funding, 
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students from a low-socioeconomic status did not or had less support interpreting this 

information. This influenced their ability to make more informed choices regarding 

education and left them with a small sphere of potential institutions from which to make 

their final decision (McDonough, 1997). Further complicating the college choice process 

for minority students were rulings in such cases as Hopwood v Texas which “asserted that 

diversity does not provide a compelling interest for race-conscious decision in student 

admissions” (Kinzie, et al., 2004, p. 31).   

 The mid-1990‟s saw a growth in the use of the internet and the world wide web 

which allowed students and parents immediate access to information and removed the 

need to travel to a particular institution to research institutional factors such as size, 

community population and available academic programs. However, as more students 

became interested in higher education, this period of time also saw a serious decline in 

the federal funding available for institutions of higher education. As a result, the burden 

of financing education shifted further to the student. This lead to both an increase in 

student competition for admission spots among some of the more highly ranked schools 

and began creating a greater gap between students from low socio-economic situations 

and those who could account for the loss of financial assistance from the institutions 

(Kinzie, et al., 2004;  Reay, David & Ball, 2005).  

 By the late 1990‟s, college choice became an industry of its own. Numerous 

organizations offering college entrance exam preparatory courses had opened and were 

recruiting students dedicated to receiving admission to some of the most popular and 

prestigious schools in the nation. College applications were being submitted by some 

students as early as the start of their junior year in  hopes of early admission and many 
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students who could afford to do so began to hire private tutors or counselors who advised 

students and parents on college application processes and helped analyze ranked and 

recognized institutions. Parents were very involved in the college choice process of 

students, especially those coming from more financially secure or affluent families 

(Kinzie, et al., 2004; Reay, et al., 2005). As the use of private counselors grew, use of the 

public school systems‟ guidance counselor programs became the best option for students 

from a low socio-economic status, but guidance counselors often offered little in depth 

discussion or information about making a conscious college choice. Kinzie, et al.(2004), 

“this lack of guidance…[could have]…a detrimental effect on all students, but 

particularly students from low-income families, whose parents often lack the ability, time 

and insight to provide guidance on the college choice process” (p. 35).  

 College choice in the 21
st
 century continues to be progressively influenced by 

multiple variables. Students and parents stay informed about all issues relating to college 

choice and institutions through traditional means as well as technological advances such 

as social networking sites, virtual campus tours, mobile phone updates, and related 

computer and mobile phone applications. Emails, texts, chats, video conferencing and 

distance education also have affected how students and parents receive information about 

potential institutions and compare them to other choices open to the student. Parental 

involvement is still large but is also coupled with a growing involvement of peers, and 

non-immediate family members who have attended specific institutions or know someone 

who has. Financially there is still a strong gap between the students who can afford to 

attend institutions of higher education and low socio-economic status students who 



Texas Tech University, Heather Martinez, December 2010   

35 

 

depend on the financial aid provided to them through a particular school (Bergerson, 

2009; Reay, et al., 2005; Kinzie, et al., 2004).  

 Although technology and information has made college comparison easier, and 

more and more students are coming from environments where at least one family 

member or family friend has attended college, for underrepresented students, who are 

often minorities, college choice is still very limited. McDonough (1997) suggests that 

women, African-Americans, and students from low socioeconomic environments are less 

likely to attend institutions perceived as more selective even if they are capable both 

financially and academically. Kinzie et al. (2004) states that issues such as race, financial 

income and parental educational achievement also play a large role in the college choice 

process particularly among minority students.  

 The college choice process has changed since its origins, although in many ways 

and for many students the basic dynamics have stayed the same. Students of affluent 

families tend to have greater access to information and resources to help shape their 

college choice process. Minority or underrepresented students lag behind in access to 

information, familiarity and knowledge about higher education. Caucasian students still 

represent the majority of students enrolled in colleges and universities across the country, 

as was the case one hundred years ago. While minorities and women have seen some 

growth in enrollment, changes in affirmative action and financial assistance as well as the 

influence of family and social understanding have hampered the continued increase of 

these students on college and university campuses.  
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Latinos in Higher Education 

Social Factors 

  For Latinos in the United States, the pursuit of higher education began in large 

part during the decades after World War II. During this time the higher education system 

in America began to see an increase in both women and minority students and colleges 

and universities across the country, due in no small part to the introduction of the GI Bill. 

As more and more students began attending institutions of higher education, colleges and 

universities were forced to begin implementing admissions procedures which previously 

had not existed. This included standardized testing to create a benchmark for student 

admissions and more rigorous grade point average requirements for graduating seniors, 

specifically to institutions of higher education which were popular among potential 

students (Kinzie, et al, 2004). While achieving the appropriate grade point average or 

standardized test score may have kept some minority students out of college, the largest 

obstacle to enrollment was still cost. According to Kinzie, et al., (2004), even thought 

opportunities for minority students and women were increasing, during this time 

expansion and growth in higher education remained limited to those who were wealthy 

enough to afford college. 

 Political change such as the Civil Rights Movement and the Higher Education Act 

of 1965 brought about more opportunity for Latinos in higher education, however since 

very few Latinos attended institutions of higher education; there was a decided lack of 

exposure and access to information among Latino students. Few families knew how to 

navigate the higher education system in order to make a choice between institutions or 

even access financial aid and assistance. Therefore, although access was becoming more 
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available, minority student enrollment, including Latino enrollment lagged behind that of 

Caucasian students.  

In the late 1970‟s affirmative action was prevalent, spurred onward by the 

landmark Bakke v. Regents of the University of California case, and minority students 

including Latinos began enrolling in greater numbers at colleges and universities. Many 

Latinos were still hampered by a lack of access to information and limited to institutions 

within their financial capabilities; however they were attending college in larger numbers 

then before (Kinzie, et. al, 2004; Bergerson, 2009; McDonough, et. al, 1998). , By the 

mid-1990‟s, community colleges were the haven for minority students since many open 

admission policies and cost relatively less than their four-year baccalaureate granting 

counterparts, and by 2004 Hispanic students were enrolled in larger numbers at 

community colleges then at four-year baccalaureate granting institutions (NCES, 2008).  

This continued trend in community college enrollment is spurred largely by 

financial factors. Since most Latino students come from low socio-economic 

backgrounds, financial ability is a large factor in the college choice process. According to 

Mehan, Hubbard, and Villanueva (1994), students from low socio-economic backgrounds 

do not attend college as often as their peers from more affluent backgrounds. 

Furthermore, the United States Census Bureau (2002) reported that in 2000 nearly 23% 

of all Hispanics or Latinos were living in poverty. Therefore, enrollment in higher 

education among Latinos may still be greatly affected by their socio-economic status and 

their ability to fund higher education.  

Cultural Factors 
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 Although the presence of Latino students in higher education is reflective of the 

educational experience most minority students have, culture plays a large role in how 

Latinos have viewed higher education throughout the years and how they continue to 

approach higher education today. According to Hurtado, Carter and Spuler (1996), 

Latinos often view institutions of higher education with distrust and as environments 

lacking in acceptance. This may be resonant of discrimination and alienation Latinos 

experienced historically with Caucasians, and the fact that many institutions of higher 

education have large Caucasian student populations (Castillo, Conoley, Choi-Pearson, 

Archuleta, Phoummavath, & Landingham, 2006).  

 According to Cue‟llar & Gonzalez (2000), cultural identity is a construct that can 

radically affect the ideas, opinions, perceptions and even behaviors of an individual.  

Therefore, Latino enrollment in higher education may also be affected by cultural views 

on the pursuit of education and the disassociation of cultural traditions, particularly for 

Latinas. Traditional gender roles and expectations for both Latinos and Latinas after high 

school graduation are influencing factors on various aspects of the college choice 

process, including the initial decision to even attend an institution of higher education 

(Gonzalez, et. al, 2004). Individuals who do not conform to the prescribed roles as 

established through cultural traditions may face harsh discrimination from members of 

their own culture, and may alter their decisions regarding education (Tajfel & Turner, 

1979).  
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Theoretical and Contextual Framework 

 

Social Identity Theory and Culture 

 

 Since the concepts of cultural capital, habitus, and bounded rationality involve the 

manner in which an individual relates to their immediate environment, their perceived 

opportunities, and the opinions and views of their family and peers, it could be argued 

that each of these factors is directly related to the manner in which individuals identify 

themselves socially. An individual's social identity often affects not only the manner in 

which he or she interacts with others but also decision making processes, areas of 

expectation and importance, and his or her individual environment. Thus, the college 

choice process and, to a large extent cultural influence, is shaped by social identity.  

In 1979 Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner introduced their Social Identity Theory 

of Intergroup Behavior. This theory examined the ability of an individual to develop 

identity within a particular group of which they are a member. Although Tajfel and 

Turner‟s (1979) initial research contextualized the term “group” as social spheres, 

subsequent research suggests that the theory could also be applied to cultures since 

individual association with various social groups can affect the formation of identity 

(Hinkle & Brown, 1990) and often an individual‟s first and most salient social group is 

found within their own particular culture.  

Tajfel and Turner (1979) postulated that there are two extremes of social 

behavior, interpersonal behavior and inter-group behavior; the former being a 

relationship or interaction between two individuals or more that is completely shaped by 

their interpersonal relationships and the individual personality characteristics each 

possesses, and not by the social groups or networks to which they each belong. The latter 
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is the opposite and is characterized by a relationship or interaction between two or more 

individuals that is completely implemented by the social groups or networks to which 

they belong (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Given that each of these is an extreme, the theory is 

set upon a continuum which allows individuals to behave more or less by one or the 

other. This theory sought to address and understand intergroup discrimination or how 

even the smallest possibility that an individual may be a member of two separate and 

specific groups can be the catalyst for discrimination within either group and suggested 

that intergroup discrimination, influenced by social categorization exists in every 

intergroup sphere (Tajfel and Turner, 1979).   The theory presented several basic 

elements, including categorization and discrimination, identity and social comparison, 

and hierarchies and change, that are significant to understanding the intergroup behavior.  

 Tajfel and Turner (1979) linked categorization and discrimination by 

suggesting that individuals in separate groups would automatically associate a higher 

level of importance and worth to the group they were a part of, and  would view the 

groups which they were not a part of as lesser or inferior, resulting in a related 

discrimination. Categories are established through common views and opinions expressed 

among members of a certain group, and as the group's members begin to interact with 

members of other groups the differences between groups are revealed. This usually 

results in the discrimination of one group by the other and communication among 

members regarding group membership and who and what ought to be discriminated 

against (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  

 This particular element of social identity theory as it relates to culture suggests 

that specific cultural beliefs or practices which do not involve non-culture members are 
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often seen as superior and therefore expected to be upheld by members of the particular 

culture (group) that promotes them. Anyone who does not participate in these shared 

views then would be thought to be a lesser individual who lacks respect or appreciation 

for the group in which they are included. Furthermore, individuals who do not uphold 

these beliefs or practices should expect to be and will be discriminated against by other 

members of the group. Tajfel and Turner (1979) go on to suggest that for some 

unidentified reason there is a sense of competitiveness between groups which is easily 

triggered and as a result, non-participating group members may bear the consequences of 

such behavior.  

 Identity and social comparison relate to the manner in which individuals and the 

groups in which they function identify their worth and social status. Thus groups are then 

several individuals who believe they are all members of the same category or social class 

or share some sort of common emotional involvement which defines who they are and 

suggests some degree of value for their group and their membership in it (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). Individual identity is then influenced by the manner in which one 

compares itself with the other people in their group and how discriminatory practices 

from other groups influence the overall social viability felt by the group, and individuals 

within it. Thus, Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggest that social identity is defined by three 

particular concepts. First, individuals work to stabilize or improve their self-esteem and 

promote a positive self-concept. Second, membership in a group along with it social 

status and related categories have either positive or negative value. Finally how an 

individual evaluates his or her own group is determined by reference to other groups and 
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social comparisons that assess and assign value to these groups in relationship to each 

other.  

 This element of social identity theory as it relates to culture then suggests that an 

individual‟s personal self esteem and self worth is derived in part by social group and the 

groups subsequent positive and negative values associated with being a part of that group. 

Thus, if a group views a certain behavior or activity in a negative light and the individual 

participates in said activity, the self worth and self esteem of that individual could then be 

viewed in a negative way for having participated in such behaviors or activities in the 

first place. As particular attributes or characteristics of the group have higher value than 

others, those individuals possessing those attributes would be viewed somewhat more 

positively than those who do not, influencing their own self worth and perhaps affecting 

their decision to participate in particular behaviors or events or exhibit certain 

characteristics (Tajfel &Turner, 1979; Hinkle & Brown, 1990).  

 The final element in social identity theory is hierarchies and social change. As a 

result of categorization and discrimination and identity and social comparison, 

individuals associated with specific groups may experience some version of change 

within their social strata or hierarchy in order to increase or decrease the positive or 

negative effects of their related group. Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggest that hierarchies 

are developed as an individual is categorized and compared, and, as such, change occurs 

when knowledge, information or exposure to new ideas creates a dissonance between the 

individual and the foundations of the group of which they are currently a member.  When 

this dissonance occurs then it is feasible that an individual may try to avoid, disassociate, 

or even leave their current group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Individuals may no longer 
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view their group in the same status as they once did, preferring instead to “move up” to a 

newer status, often perceived as a higher or better status.  This may be caused by a 

personal change within the individual or a devaluing of the group‟s tendencies and views. 

Once the individual no longer associates themselves with the group‟s large beliefs or 

views, the group may then develop a patina of lesser worth to the individual, causing the 

individual to move to a discriminating group 

 As an individual becomes more exposed to varying ideas and concepts, their 

cultural views begin to shift. Ideas, beliefs, opinions, attributes and characteristics which 

were once viewed in a positive light may begin to seem more negative. This results in a 

disassociation between the individual and their cultural group, prompting the individual 

to seek out a new group which more closely relates to the attitudes and behaviors they 

currently exhibit. This new group may no longer included members of the former group 

or culture as it were, and may, in fact, have discriminatory views toward the individual‟s 

former group, even though the individual may be inclined, due to prior discriminatory 

practices on the part of the group, to agree with the new group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  

This relationship between social identity and culture is supported by continuing research 

using Tajfel & Turner‟s original theory including Oakes (1987) study examining mobility 

between social groups.  Smith (1993) addressed stereotyping and profiling, while Brewer 

and Alexander‟s (2002) looked at how prejudice within similar social groups impact 

social identity.  Most recently, Drury and Reicher‟s (2009) study on social identity 

demonstrates the relationship between crowds and power. 
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College Choice Theory 

College choice theory has in some form or fashion existed since higher education 

became available to the masses. Texts such as The Choice of a College (1925) and How 

to Choose that College: A Guide for Students and Parents (1951) show that college 

choice has, historically, been a very important part of a young adults life. It was not until 

the late 1970‟s and early 1980‟s, however, stronger and more research based college 

choice theory began to emerge. Choice concepts presented by Bourdieu (1977), Chapman 

(1981), Litten (1982), Kotler and Fox (1985), and Hossler and Gallagher (1987) framed 

ongoing discussion and research around the topic of college choice during this time 

(Bergerson , 2009).  More recently, McDonough (1997) and Hossler, Schmidt and Vesper 

(1999) have provided a greater understanding of the college choice process.  For the 

purposes of this research, the college choice framework described by McDonough‟s 

College Choice Theory (1997) will be utilized, however, since McDonough‟s work is a 

result of Hossler and Gallagher‟s College Choice Model (1987),  it is important to 

examine their work first, followed by McDonough‟s later work.  

 

Hossler and Gallagher’s College Choice Model  

 Hossler and Gallagher (1997) describe three particular phases that students move 

through during the choice process. These phases include predisposition, search, and 

choice. This particular model was viewed as developmental of or associated with 

particular cognitive processes; because, according to Bergerson (2009) many researchers 

choose to assign age ranges to each of the stages. Cabrera and LaNasa (2000) related that 

the first phase begins when a student is in the seventh grade and the last phase ends when 
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the student successfully enrolls in an institution of higher education; thus, successfully 

moving from what was once an educational goal to an educational reality (Bergerson, 

2009). 

 Predisposition, the first stage of the Hossler and Gallagher‟s model (1997), 

focuses on the development of students and the expectations and aspirations they have 

with regard to their academic experience (Bergerson, 2009). Students at this stage are 

impacted by their family roles and associated educational experiences. During this stage, 

students begin to associate the opinions of their peers and families, financial capability, 

personal ability and economic attainment to the concept of higher education. Supportive 

faculty members, enrollment in a middle or high school with programs geared toward the 

pursuit of higher education and the ability to conceptualize an adult version of themselves 

with a career that necessitates education are key factors which shape a students 

predisposition to particular institutions and higher education in general (Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987; Perna & Titus, 2005).  

 The second stage in Hossler and Gallagher‟s  model (1987) is called search. 

During this phase, students begin to form and make decisions based on the characteristics 

of a particular institution most important to them, a choice, which largely reflect student 

learning and their future academic goals (Bergerson, 2009). During this particular stage, 

information gathering is required. As students begin to shape their search process, 

information is imperative in ranking and associating institutions with their particular 

needs. Financial capability is also a large part of this stage, as families and students began 

to understand the costs of pursuing higher education and began to identify the type of 

financial support available to the student. During this phase students began to value the 
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input of their parents less and the input of their peers and individuals associated with 

particular institutions more and work to complete the initial steps in the higher education 

journey such as taking entrance exams and working on applications (Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987; McDonough, 1997; Bergerson, 2009).  

 The third and final stage of the Hossler and Gallagher model is choice. In this 

stage, “students use information to select an institution and complete the enrollment 

process” (Bergerson, 2009, p.27). Institutional factors play a large role in the final 

decision a student makes including geographical location, academic offerings, social 

environment and the reputation and prestige of a particular institution (McDonough, et 

al., 1998). Stewart and Post (1990) explained that the importance of each of these factors 

as depended on the student's socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic background (Bergerson, 

2009). While parents and peers also factor into the decision making process during this 

phase, it is information and institutional factors that affect the final choice.  

 

McDonough’s College Choice Theory 

Much like her predecessor‟s, Patricia McDonough (1997) suggests there are three 

determinants of college choice. These determinants include cultural capital, habitus and 

bounded rationality.  McDonough (1997) suggested that cultural capital is defined as the 

“property that middle and upper class families transmit to their offspring which 

substitutes for or supplements the transmission of economic capital as a means of 

maintaining class status and privilege across generations” (p. 8). Children from these 

types of families are usually familiar with the college decision making process because at 

least one if not both of their parents attended an institution of higher education. 
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Furthermore, their families may have instilled in them the importance of higher education 

and have created an expectation of college education. Families whose cultural capital is 

high have been exposed to collegiate ideals generation after generation. Here specific 

ideas, such as personal and cultural views on the necessity and importance of pursing 

higher education may be identified and handed down from generation to generation.  

 In some cases cultural capital has even fostered a familial dynasty at a specific 

institution with family members having all attended the same school for years and 

generations. The way a student feels about work toward a school is important because in 

order to use or conserve individual cultural capital the student must be willing to give 

time, effort and money, all of which are required to participate in higher education 

(McDonough, 1997). Cultural capital is intangible; it can only be instilled or inherited. 

So, students who are in possession of this intrinsic value may tend to see their college 

choices a bit clearer. As a result, a student with cultural capital is predisposed to the idea 

of college and perhaps even to the specific type of educational entity that they wish to 

attend. These students have a more structured decision making process due in great part 

to what they have already been exposed to and what they are predisposed to 

accomplishing during their academic tenure.  

While it would seem that high levels of cultural capital would be a characteristic 

that all institutions would want their students to possess, particularly since cultural capital 

involves assigning importance which in relation to enrollment could help with persistence 

and continuance, cultural capital cannot be taught by the institution (McDonough, 1997). 

The reason for this is largely because cultural capital is extremely difficult to teach and 

generational. The nature of cultural capital is such that it is created within the confines of 
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the family structure. Therefore, if a family does not associate value or importance to a 

particular decision or path, such as enrolling in and attending higher education, then a 

potential student from that family is going to lack cultural capital with regard to higher 

education.  

McDonough (1997) defines habitus as “a deeply internalized permanent system of 

outlooks experiences, and beliefs about the social world that an individual gets from his 

or her immediate environment” (p. 9). For students with a rich cultural capital, there have 

been strong influences regarding college choice. Family members and friends have 

shared experiences and ideas; and in some cases, families with several children of college 

age work hard to promote college attendance together. Attitudes and views from a 

cultural standpoint also surface here, with the individuals immediately in contact with the 

student sharing the perspective of that student‟s particular heritage. For Latinas, the 

concept of habitus is also reinforced by attitudes and opinions regarding family and 

gender roles relating to education.  

Habitus is usually achieved when individuals examine the people in their 

immediate environment and observe what is considered to be good or appropriate to 

those individuals (McDonough, 1997).  Therefore, a student may be predisposed to 

outlooks that disadvantage their college choice process if the people that surround them 

do not understand, promote or desire continued education as a suitable way of life. 

Without a positive outlook on education from their environment, the habitus for some 

students possess may be very limited. In families with no previous college experience, 

the drive, desire and determination to attend an institution of higher education may not be 

supported. Furthermore, it may be fair to suggest that if students are lacking a sense of 



Texas Tech University, Heather Martinez, December 2010   

49 

 

habitus, they may have a tempered ability to identify potential educational institutions 

that would meet, if not exceed their personal and academic needs.   

McDonough (1997) suggested that bounded rationality is decision making which 

is tempered by what the individual can comprehend and access without being 

overwhelmed. In more specific terms, bounded rationality in the college decision making 

process is helpful in describing the tendency of prospective students to limit their scope 

of choices by using their specific needs as a means of filtering out unnecessary or non-

useful options. These needs may be financial, or social, but regardless they are limiters to 

the college search that narrow the scope of interest for students. For a student rich in 

cultural capital and an above average sense of habitus, this rationality is a benefit because 

it includes a wide variety of filters encouraging the choicest selection in schools. Students 

with rich cultural capital also have strong previous educational experiences and possess 

the ability to look at potential campuses from a variety of perspectives while 

incorporating all of the things that are going to make their college experience more 

successful. As a result, these types of students easily find what they need and want from 

an institution of higher education (McDonough, 1997). 

For some students, the number of filters is small causing many schools to be 

eliminated immediately rather than actually being considered as a true possibility for 

attendance. Without a strong educational experience to consider, a variety of barriers can 

prevent students from pursuing educational options.  These barriers include ease of 

access to information and a lack of knowledge regarding the programs and practices that 

one can take advantage of to adequately fund their education at the institution of their 
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choice.  Ultimately,  the decision to attend a particular college intersects with a student‟s 

individual social identity, habitus, and bounded rationality. 

 

McDonough’s College Choice Theory and the Latino Culture  

 

 Patricia McDonough (1997) suggests that the research concerning the college 

choice process has been primarily quantitative and divided into three particular 

approaches; “social psychological studies…economic studies…[and]…sociological 

status attainment studies” (p. 3). Using a more qualitative approach McDonough (1997) 

sought to “examine the processes and influences of students‟ everyday lived experiences 

in social class communities and schools and investigate how these influences [would] 

shape students‟ college choices” (p. 4).  Although many researchers suggest that 

academic achievement is the most important determinant of whether and where a student 

attends college (Alexander & Eckland, 1975; Hearn, 1991; Karen, 1998; Thomas, 1979). 

McDonough (1997) suggests that this particular determinant can also be colored by issues 

such as social economic status, gender, and even race. Research also suggests that the 

ideas that a student or parent has about college may be different from race to race and 

even between social classes; thus, a students‟ college choice process can be shaped by 

three separate propositions: cultural capital, habitus and bounded rationality (Hearn 1984; 

McDonough, 1997). 

 

Cultural Capital 

McDonough (1997) suggests that cultural capital provides students, through their 

parents,   a familial understanding and appreciation for higher education and its rewards. 

However, both McDonough (1997) and DiMaggio (1982) suggest that cultural capital is 
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more evident in families with middle to high socio-economic status. Therefore, families 

whose socio-economic status falls in the lower brackets may not be as able to provide the 

type of cultural capital needed to promote the continued involvement of their student in 

higher education. Those students who come from homes where the parents are somewhat 

educated, and the financial status can be classed as middle to upper class are more likely 

to attend an institution of higher education and be successful then their peers who lack 

these particular factors ( Martinez 2003; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Perna, 2000).  

Research also suggests that students who do not come from homes with educated 

family members or stronger financial viability are probably less likely to plan for a future 

in higher education than their peers (Martinez, 2003; Hossler, Braxton & Coopersmith, 

1989; Kane and Spizman,1994). These findings demonstrate a particular importance in 

the discussion regarding Latinos and higher education since according to the United 

States 2000 Census, poverty rate among Latinos in 1999 was 22.8 percent. What this 

means in relationship to this research is that the average Latino family, especially those 

living in poverty, may not have the means necessary to provide their potential college 

students with cultural capital, especially since many Latino families have never had a 

family member attend college and are not familiar with the process of attending 

institutions of higher education. 

 Compounding the problem of low socio-economic status and cultural capital are 

existing attitudes and opinions within the Latino culture about the expectations for an 

adult child. For the most part, the Latino family structure includes the father, who is the 

patriarch and decision maker for the family, and, the mother, who has specified roles in 

relation to her gender and the children. In many Latino families the father is the head of 
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the household, and exhibits a certain “machismo”. While the term “machismo” has been 

presented in research as both a positive and a negative, for the purposes of this research, 

the term “machismo” will be defined as one who exhibits behaviors which are 

“authoritarian, emotionally restrictive, and controlling” (Torres, et. al., 2002, p.163).   

The “macho” Latino father is the final word in all things relating to his family and 

others may not challenge his “manliness or machismo and his role as authoritarian 

patriarch” (Penalosa, 1968, p. 680). As a result, if the father or head of the family is not 

in support of higher education, he will not encourage his children to pursue it and may 

even forbid it. Therefore, a child wishing to pursue higher education in this particular 

setting may find themselves involved in a familial dispute and lacking a strong support 

system. Furthermore, as the Latino male operates in a culture that largely supports his 

dominant stance, many children, in regard to their father, are raised to believe that they 

are not to question the dominating role the father plays (Penalosa, 1968). Even as they 

grow into adulthood, Latinos accept this particular brand of dominance and respect the 

decisions their head of household makes. What this means for many young Latinas 

seeking higher education is that if their familial structure, specifically their fathers 

withdraw support for their endeavor, what may also follow is the withdrawal of what 

little monetary and personal assistance the family could provide. This could be crippling 

for a young woman from a low socio-economic status family who is dependent on her 

family to help her move through the phases of higher education.  

 Gonzales, et al. (2003) suggests a student who lacks cultural capital as a result of 

the inability of his or her family and friends to provide it is less likely to receive cultural 

capital from the educators, counselors or other professionals he or she is likely to 
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encounter while navigating the college choice process. Although colleges and universities 

are not in the practice of providing cultural capital, cultural capital can be expanded 

through the educational process; however institutions of higher education can also 

diminish or neglect to foster the expansion of cultural capital especially among minority 

students. This neglect often occurs when higher education institutions have faculty or 

personnel who are unwilling or unable to provide the emotional encouragement, accurate 

information, and pathways to opportunities for these young women to improve their 

cultural capital (Gonzales, et. al., 2003).  

 Ceja (2000) supports the findings of Gonzales, Stoner, and Jovel by suggesting 

that the type of institution the student chooses to enroll in can also affect cultural capital. 

Since many low socioeconomic students have limited ability to access information about 

colleges and institutions compared to more affluent students (e.g. via computer and the 

internet) they rely on individuals, faculty or staff involved with the institution to provide 

information. Unfortunately schools with larger student populations and under-developed 

minority programs may not be able to provide them with the appropriate amounts or type 

of information they need to make more well-rounded decision. 

 Stanton – Salazar (1997) suggested that cultural capital is created in two ways, 

first through institutional agents such as educators, counselors or any professional 

associated with the academic environment, and second, through protective agents 

including family members, friends, and members of an individual's immediate 

community. Since, for Latinas, protective agents may be less able to provide the type of 

cultural capital they need to make a strong college choice, the ability of institutional 

agents to provide these young women with the tools they need to move through the 
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college choice process may be more influential than any other one factor with regard to 

cultural capital. 

One particular institutional factor which may be influenced by cultural capital is 

the social environment or “socioscape” (Reay, et al., 2005, p. 119) offered. Cultural 

capital is based upon numerous ideals, including the influence of others. In the Latino 

culture, cultural capital may often encourage Latinas to be like their mothers or sisters 

and to associate with people like them. As a result, when looking at various institutions, 

the intrinsic ideals of finding someone like you are often very real to Latinas (Penalosa, 

1968). This leads to a deep consideration of the social atmosphere and demographic 

makeup of institutions. Since community colleges often boast larger numbers of minority 

students, the concept of a familiar socioscape is much more accessible than it may be at a 

larger institution where minority numbers are small. Coupled with the familial design of 

the Latino culture, finding a place that has individuals similar to you who come from the 

same types of homes and who value the same types of things can be very important in the 

college choice process (Reay, et al., 2005; Kinzie, et al., 2004).  

 

Habitus 

 Habitus, as Bourdieu (1977) and McDonough (1997) suggest, is a combination of 

beliefs, experiences, and perceptions that students gather from their immediate 

environment and social setting. Habitus affects the manner in which a particular student 

sees themselves against the backdrop of higher education, and, how that student relates to 

the people closest to them in regard to their sense of entitlement about particular 

aspirations. Since habitus is often influenced by a student‟s family and friends, the 
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culture from which a student comes from, and the student‟s existing views on education 

may shape their decision making process. Habitus is necessary to any discussion 

regarding the Latino culture and its views on gender roles in order to better understand 

how established ideas on gender can affect the decision to attend a four-year 

baccalaureate granting institution.  

In the Latino culture, gender roles are deeply influential in an individual‟s 

formation of habitus. Since the idea that the father or patriarch is the absolute authority 

and most dominant individual in the family often goes without question, the behavior 

known as machismo is often reinforced generation after generation (Fragoso & 

Kashubeck, 2000).  Latino males may support the idea of a male dominated culture that 

does not constantly subjugate women but that does expect women to be a compliment to  

Latino males.  A Latina‟s worth is, in some ways, directly related to her status as a 

married woman and subsequently her behavior is shaped by her marital status (Penalosa, 

1968). More often than not, a woman is expected to remain living in her father‟s home 

until she marries. During this time she is to remain chaste and pure and to behave as one 

dedicated to her family. The Latina female is not encouraged to be outgoing, dominant, 

or to make important decisions since those are roles dedicated to men. She is to find her 

place within the home and attend to the family needs (Penalosa, 1968). On the other 

hand, the male or Latino is encouraged to work outside the home because it is expected 

he will provide for his family. He is also supported by his family with regard to spending 

time with other males who share similar interests. Females as Latinas are encouraged to 

be supportive of their husbands and fathers and to put their needs second behind those of 
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their families and the men in their lives (Penalosa, 1968; Kulis, Marsiglia & Hurdle, 

2003). 

Since gender roles are often significantly defined by the Latino culture, a woman 

or Latina who does not mold herself to the role specified for her may be considered a less 

feminine or womanly as she subscribes to „male‟ oriented behaviors such as professional 

success or social interaction beyond her family. Her behavior and decisions may then 

portray her as one who expects submission from males around her, rather than submitting 

to their direction (Penalosa, 1968). Since, as Goldwort (1983) and Penalosa (1968) 

suggest, the male gender role in the Latino culture is often associated with aggression and 

controlling behaviors, it would not be acceptable for a woman to expect to fill a dominant 

role.  According to prescribed gender roles for Latinas, a woman‟s priority should be her 

family and her husband, and that she should embrace a sacrificial role for both her family 

and her husband (Kulis, Marsiglia & Hurdle, 2003, Stevens, 1973).  Familial 

responsibilities and needs are to be at the forefront for a Latina and she is expected to 

embrace a larger responsibility for these things then her male counterpart within the 

home (Blair & Cobas, 2006; Vasquez, Pease-Alvares & Shannon, 1994).  

 As a result a Latina who desires to pursue an education, especially an education 

that takes her away from home, may be viewed as a disappointment within the family 

structure. Her decision may imply that she is uncaring for the needs of her family; 

including her siblings and even that she is challenging the position of her father, if her 

father does not support her pursuits. Furthermore, the concept of a Latina living away 

from home as a young un-married woman may be unacceptable to the familial structure 

which values innocence because it may be seen as a decision that could lead to immoral 
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or unacceptable behavior. Supporting this conclusion is research performed by Gonzalez, 

et al., (2004) who suggest that one of the reasons that Latinas do not pursue higher 

education is the difficulty involved in leaving home. The research which they conducted 

found a conflict of dependence versus independence, with many of their participants 

desiring their own independence but fearing a greater sense of disappointment within 

their families. Many of the participant‟s families exhibited sadness at the thought of their 

daughter leaving home to attend school while others worried about the safety and 

suitability of a young woman leaving home and living on her own (Gonzalez, et al., 

2004). Since as Penalosa (1968) suggests, the young Latina is expected to move from her 

father‟s home to her husband‟s, seeking higher education without the structure or 

monitoring of a male figure may be unacceptable. This can create feelings of negativity, 

anxiety or even anger toward young women attending an institution of higher education 

which, inturn can cause familial disputes. Since family is such an important part of the 

Latino culture, it could even be the reason behind a Latina‟s decision to not attend any 

institution of higher education at all. 

 The institutional factors that may be affected by the concept of habitus, 

particularly for Latinas, are geographical location and institutional size. Bloom (2007) 

suggests that when attempting to move or change one‟s habitus there are always potential 

risks involved. Latino families struggle with the thought of their daughters leaving home 

and attending an institution that is far away. Issues regarding safety and protection as 

well as the idea that living on your own is not necessarily acceptable for young Latina 

women colors the familial and cultural views on the suitability of an institution‟s size and 

location. An institution that is relatively large and located in a larger community may be 
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less appealing to a Latina and her family than a smaller institution located in a smaller 

community.  

 

Bounded Rationality 

 Bounded rationality is the exhibition of behavior that is constructed based on the 

limits of one‟s own cognitive understanding. In other words, students base their decisions 

on what they know, what they can associate with and what they experience. Bounded 

rationality is a function of choice; it is what enables a student to narrow down the 

numerous possible choices into a more workable number so as to make a formal decision. 

Bounded rationality is fed by access to information, including views, opinions and 

thoughts on education. The more information a student possesses, the more well rounded 

and informed decision they are likely to make.  

 As Reay, et. Al (2005), suggests, “ethnic minority choice of higher education is 

situated within a variety of other criteria, constraints, concerns and possibilities of 

choice” (p. 110). This is particularly true for Latinas since at the forefront, family plays a 

large part in making a decision about higher education. As Bergerson (2009) noted that 

“the traditional definition of the family is not sufficient to describe the extended network 

of individuals who play a significant role in the development of enrollment plans for 

students of color” (p.76). Family friends, parental business associates and even other 

students from similar families often play into the discussion that the Latino family has 

about issues such as education. These experiences are often absorbed uncritically or 

without context and affect the behaviors and decisions of the student and the parents by 

coloring the boundaries of their rationality. Further compounding the issue is the ability 
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of the family and the student to rationalize the cost of education as an expense worth 

making and as an investment in the future. Since traditionally these families have not had 

prior experience with higher education, they may find it difficult within the scope of 

bounded rationality, to understand the benefit. Consequently, often larger baccalaureate 

schools, thought to be more expensive, are left out of the choice discussion.  

 The institutional factor which may be most affected by the concept of bounded 

rationality is that the value of financial assistance and education. Research has suggested 

that one of the most important determinants in the college choice process for minority 

students is cost. This issue and the ability of the family to pay for an education is an issue 

that can lead to a decision not to attend an institution of higher education at all. In 

relationship to bounded rationality, financial assistance is tantamount to expanding the 

possibility of education for Latina‟s and promoting a sense of security within the family 

structure. Since the cost of education is often a deterrent to this particular group of 

individuals, institutions who provided greater access to information about financial aid 

and who offer varied programs of assistance and counseling for these types of students 

are more likely to successfully recruit minority students, including Latinas. (Perna & 

Titus, 2005; Laden, 1998).  

 

 

Chapter Summary  

 This chapter examined the history of college choice over the past one hundred and 

thirty years and the evolution of college choice theory. Using established theories on 

college choice and social identity, the chapter explored the link between college choice 

theory and social identity theory and culture, specifically the Latino culture. Chapter 3 
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will examine the methodology of the study, including research design, participants and 

data collection and analysis.
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Design 

Berg (2001) suggests that qualitative research looks for answers to particular 

questions through the observations and examinations of individuals in particular social 

settings and how they inhabit and interact with these settings. Qualitative research as a 

whole tends to approach the analysis of a particular individual or phenomenon through 

methods that are interactive for the research and allow for the researcher to formulate 

descriptions and interpretations of the specific person or group of persons which they are 

involved in a humanistic context (Ely, Vinz, Downing & Anzul, 1997; Denzin & Lincoln, 

2003).  

This study was interested in unearthing the perspectives and views of Latina 

women, specifically during a particular period of time in their lives, and focused on their 

lived experience that is their thoughts, beliefs, frustrations, happiness, etc. with regard to 

their college choice process and their ultimate decision. As a result, the study assumed a 

phenomenological design. Patton (2002) defined phenomenology as a study of an 

individual‟s personal experience in relationship to a phenomenon. Phenomenologist‟s 

focus on creating objective studies of personal, social and even psychological issues such 

as feelings, opinions, attitudes and judgments from the distinct point of view of the 

individuals involved (van Manen, 1990, Welman & Kruger, 1999).  Therefore, 

phenomenologist‟s attempt to access or gain entry into an individual‟s specific 

environment where their own consciousness exists in relationship to sphere of their 

experience (Groenwald, 2004). As a method of study, phenomenology addresses human 
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phenomena, which gives it suitability for the examination of humanistic disciplines 

including education (Morse, 1994). 

The origins of phenomenology can be linked to Kant and Hegel (Habermas, 

1968), However it is the German philosopher Edmund Husserl, who in the twentieth 

century, is its most recognizable figure (Groenewald, 2004). Husserl observed that 

phenomenological research should strive to describe, in details both rich and accurate, as 

much as possible regarding the phenomenon being experienced. Husserl suggested that 

the best way to accomplish this was to be honest and faithful to the facts of the research 

and avoid prejudgments.  

Husserl observed that the aim of a phenomenological researcher should be to 

describe as keenly and as accurately as possible the phenomenon, to be faithful to the 

facts, and to be without prejudgments. He viewed phenomenology as a meticulous study 

approach that looks for and works to provide clarification and insight into the experience 

being had while demanding a certain responsibility and relationship to consciousness. 

Heidegger (1962) suggested that phenomenological studies should provide the researcher 

with the ability to use existing knowledge coupled with the lived experience to craft 

meanings about the phenomena.  

To that end, this study focused on fostering a greater understanding of the method 

by which Latina women make decisions in relationship to their higher education 

experience. In order to accomplish this, it was necessary to conduct an in-depth and 

thorough investigation of the Latina college choice experience. In order to promote a 

greater understanding and to provide support for the issue being studied, the gathering of 

information about topics such as the historical development of college choice as well as 
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its perceived effect on the college choice process and various characteristics of the Latina 

college student was necessary; therefore, it was a phenomenological approach which was 

the most suited method of study. As a result, both the Husserlean and Heideggerian 

(descriptive and interpretive) concepts of phenomenology were used to assist the 

researcher in both articulating and associating meaning with the experiences of the 

participants involved in the study.  

Participants 

Purposeful sampling, according to Levin (1998) involves choosing a portion or 

piece of the population which possesses characteristics which will support the goal or 

purpose of the study and may assist in the development of a good hypothesis, therefore 

purposeful sampling was used. Merriam (1988) postulates that purposeful sampling 

occurs when attributes and criteria that are directly related to the research are defined and 

then participants are found to meet that criteria resulting in sampling which reflects the 

overall purpose of the study. The criteria for participants in this particular study has been 

discussed in the previous section.  

The criteria for selecting respondents for this study were as follows: (1) 

participants must be currently enrolled in one of the two designated four-year 

baccalaureate granting institutions (2) participants must not have attended a community 

college after high school graduation and before enrolling in one of the two four-year 

baccalaureate granting institutions  (3) participants will be a member of the ethnic group 

denoted by the term Latino (4) participants must be of the female gender (5) participants 

will be from 18 to 24 years of age. The target number of participants for this study was 

10, 5 from each institution.  
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 There was a weakness which must be acknowledged in regard to this study, which 

is the issue of saturation. Saturation occurred when the participants, due to similarities or 

proximity were not able to provide the researcher with any new information that could 

improve the context of the study or its findings.  

Site Selection 

According to Berg (2001) the site or setting in which the research will take place 

should have certain characteristics, including feasible access for the researcher, a good 

number of members of the appropriate target populations and a strong likelihood that the 

people, focus, and structures which are part of the study will be readily available to the 

investigator and can be accessed easily throughout the data collection component of the 

study. Berg (2001) also suggests that the research site be chosen not only for accessibility 

but also for the appropriateness for which the site provides the ability to research.  

This study took place at two separate higher education institutions (See Table 

1.1.). The first institution, identified as XL University is a large public university located 

in the Southwest region of the United States. XL University is home to approximately 

30,000 students and is situated in a smaller metropolitan area. Of the entire student 

population, 55.55% is male and 44.33% is female; ethnicity on campus is largely made 

up of white students who comprise nearly 75% of the student population. Hispanics or 

Latinos are the largest minority group on campus with nearly 15% of the total enrollment 

population. These groups are followed by African Americans at 4.66%, Non-Resident 

Aliens at 2.69%, Asians at 2.70 percent and American Indians at .76%. Like many of its 

in-state counterparts, XL University has a large portion of the student population which 

falls between the ages of 18-24 (XL University, 2009).  
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The second institution, identified as XS University is a small public university 

and is located in the Southwest region of the United States. XS University is home to 

approximately 7000 students and is situated in a small rural area. Of the entire student 

population 44% is male and 56% is female; ethnicity on campus is made up largely of 

white students which comprise approximately 72% of the student population. Hispanics 

or Latinos are the largest minority group on campus with nearly 18% of the total 

enrollment population. These groups are followed by African Americans at 5%, 

international students at 3%, and students of undesignated ethnicity at 3%. Similar to XL 

University, XS University has a large student portion of the population which falls 

between the ages of 18 – 24 (XS University, 2009).  

Table 1.1 

XL UNIVERSITY 

Enrollment  Male Female White Latino African Am. International Other  

30,000 55% 45% 75% 15% 4.6% 2.69% 3.46% 

 

 

 

 

 

XS UNIVERSITY 

Enrollment  Male Female White Latino African Am. International Other  

7,000 44% 56% 72% 18% 5% 3% 3% 
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These particular institutions were selected for several, specific characteristics. 

First, access and entry to the research sites will be granted through existing relationships 

between the researcher and current administration. Second, both institutions host 

members of the target population. Third, the study‟s focus, people and process are 

available to the researcher through close proximity. These institutions were also chosen 

since both award traditional four-year baccalaureate degrees and since both are within 

relative proximity to one, single community college rather than several making 

competition between programs easier to analyze.  Fourth, the research will easily be 

conducted by the researcher as the researcher has been a student at both institutions and is 

familiar with the setting of the research. Finally, the research will be conducted using 

sites that while being readily accessible to the researcher, enjoy no current relationship 

with the researcher and any of the potential participants (Glesne, 1999).  

There are several strengths to consider in the use of these sites. First, the close 

proximity of each institution to the researcher makes a more in-depth approach to the 

research feasible. Given that each is within a distance equal to or less than 30 mile of 

their respective community college, research issues such as differences in distance from 

one four-year baccalaureate granting institution to another, as well as numerous other 

four-year baccalaureate granting institutions to choose from are limited.  

 The weaknesses which are related to the use of these sources include 

characteristics which differentiate these particular institutions from others similar to them 

within the state. Other large and small four year granting institutions are surrounded by 

several different community college possibilities, as well as other four year granting 

institutions. Furthermore, other institutions throughout the state may be in closer 
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proximity to community colleges that have begun offering a four-year degree of their 

own. Also to be considered is the larger number of Latino students per capita, that tend to 

exist in larger, more urban areas.  

 For the purposes of confidentiality and privacy the researcher has omitted the 

names of both institutions from the study and has not published the name of either 

University in the final dissertation. The names of the individuals who participated in the 

study were also omitted and pseudonyms were used in their place. Permission from the 

University was granted to complete this study once the internal review board approved 

the researcher‟s proposed institutions and practices. 

 

Site Entry 

 At each institution the researcher focused on Latina students. In an effort to gain 

access to participants who met the identified criteria the researcher began by contacting 

the student organizations office at each institution. The researcher identified herself and 

the purpose of her research and asked for contact information for the Hispanic student 

organizations on campus including all female sororities and coed campus organizations. 

Upon access to the participants, the researcher arranged for interviews with 5 girls at each 

institution who met the research criteria. The study will was based on interviews with a 

total of 10 Latinas, for a minimum of 10 interviews as well and did not exceed 20 

interviews total including follow up interviews. Focus groups were also conducted with 

the 5 women at each institution.   
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Pilot Study 

 In addressing the practical context of the study, as Bryant (2004) suggests “most 

research studies are inspired by inquisitiveness about a problem or theory or issue…such 

studies thus have a context or background” (p. 171). To establish a strong context of 

practice  a pilot study was conducted using a selective, private four-year baccalaureate 

degree granting institution, identified as Pilot University in the Southwest region of the 

United States whose proximity to the nearest community college was less then 30 miles. 

The institution was home to approximately 2000 students and is situated in a small rural 

area. Of the entire student population approximately 57% is female, 43% is male; 

ethnicity on campus is made up largely of white students which comprise approximately 

77% of the student population. Hispanics or Latinos are the largest minority group on 

campus with approximately 16% of the total enrollment population. These groups are 

followed by African American students at 5%, American Indian students at .4%, Asian 

students at .3%, and international students at .6%. Similar to the institutions used in the 

study the pilot institution has a large student portion of the population which falls 

between the ages of 18 – 24 (Pilot University, 2009).  

The study was conducted as part of a graduate course on gender and used 

participants who met the criteria (to be discussed in the section entitled study 

participants), including having enrolled in the four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution. Contact was made with participants through a series of phone calls and 

emailed letters. The data collection process and the study were overseen by the professor 

of the gender course and data was collected and presented to said professor.  
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Data Collection 

 Data collection for this study involved semi-structured interviews with study 

participants; follow up interviews to validate the data which was gathered, and focus 

groups conducted with study participants. Since observing the college choice process in 

action presents researcher and participants with increasing complexity over the course of 

the process, data was gathered after the processes had been completed. This required the 

use of semi-structured interviewing using researcher designed questions. According to 

Stake (1995) in regard to interviewing a qualitative case study rarely progresses as a 

survey would with similar questions asked of each participant. More often than not each 

participant is expected to share a unique story with unique experiences. The qualitative 

researcher should be prepared with a list of questions oriented around the purpose of the 

study and should provide the participants a copy so that they are aware of the necessary 

agenda; however because the purpose of the qualitative research is not simply to gain a 

yes or no response but rather a descriptive narrative of the experience, the ability to 

formulate new and probing questions on the fly is a necessary skill which the researcher 

must possess.  

Interviews 

Interviews can be viewed as one of the most important sources of data in 

qualitative research setting. A strong interview serves as a guided discussion rather than a 

rapid fire series of questions aimed at eliciting similar responses. Interviews should be 

guided by two governing goals which include moving through the researcher‟s questions 

to obtain the necessary information and producing a line of inquiry that is reflective of 

their case study protocol (Stake, 1995). Interviewing is reliant upon the recollections and 
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observations of the participant, and semi-structured interviewing allows for the researcher 

to change the type or order of questions as necessary to continue the flow of conversation 

through the participants process of recollection.  

 The strength of the interview is that “given the amount of time qualitative 

researchers spend with their respondents…respondents [can] learn about themselves, [the 

researcher] and research” Glesne, 2006, p 99). Interviews are also conducive to 

discussing issues that some respondents may feel need to stay confidential. Interviews 

also provide information that may help formulate topics for a focused group setting, 

especially if they are topics which tend to arise in each of the interviews performed.  

There is, however, a weaknesses associated with interviewing. This weakness is 

that one cannot expect the same type of response from each individual. Since the focus of 

the study is directly related to the participant‟s perceptions the interview is crucial in 

garnering the type of information needed to make the appropriate inferences. The 

responses, however, will be varied, the length of time used per response will change, and 

certain questions which may have sparked a long response from a few respondents may 

create a short response in others. In order to address this potential weakness, the 

researcher formulated an interview protocol and submitted it to experts who provided 

feedback and suggestions for improvement (Appendix I). Although some researchers do 

not find validity in recording the interview, largely due to the opinion that the researcher 

should be focused on the overall interview and not the logistics, the interviews conducted 

for this study were both recorded and transcribed (Stake, 1995).  
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The interviews were administered by arranging an initial interview with each of 

the participants.  Follow up interviews were conducted as they were deemed necessary. 

Each interview was scheduled for between 60 to 90 minutes per interview. Based on the 

availability provided by the participant during the initial interview, the follow up 

interview was scheduled.  Interviews were conducted using a prepared list of interview 

questions which were developed from research based on college choice theory. Each 

interview was recorded and ultimately transcribed using the appropriate software. All 

transcription was saved in both physical and electronic formats.  

The interviews were scheduled and arranged based on the availability of each 

participant. They were held throughout the week and each interview, both initial and 

follow-up lasted no more than two hours per participant. The total length of the interview 

was different from participant to participant, depending largely on the type of information 

the participants chose to share and how in-depth the interviewer was able to get with the 

participant. Each interview took place on the campus of the particular institution which 

the participants attended so as to be convenient for all involved. Each interview was 

taped using an audio recording device and was held in a closed room with only the 

participant and the interviewer present to preserve confidentiality and provide the 

participant a sense of comfort.  

At the start of each interview the participant was asked to sign a consent form 

which detailed the purpose of the research, the data collection procedures and 

information regarding peer review and follow-up. The participant was allowed to ask any 

questions and express any concern she had in regard to the interview process and was 

informed that at any time she could call a stop to the interview for any reason. Once the 
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interview was concluded the participant was reminded that they would be receiving a 

copy of the interview transcript for their review and were welcomed to make corrections 

or changes to any area of the transcript they felt did not appropriately reflect the message 

they were attempting to convey. Transcripts of both the initial and a follow-up interview 

were provided to the participants within 8 to 11 days of the interviews completion.  Upon 

receiving approval from the participants regarding the transcripts the interviewer then 

processed each transcript for the purpose of eliminating any and all identifiers that could 

breach confidentiality and possibly identify the participants or the institution. 

 

Focus Groups 

Focus groups were also used to collect data. The use of and appropriateness of 

focus groups can be defined by addressing how simple they would be to conduct and the 

level of interactivity the group would create between research participants (Morgan, 

1997). For the purpose of this study, the focus groups were used to further develop areas 

of the data that showed need for added depth once the semi-structured interviews and 

follow up interviews had been completed.  The focus groups were moderated and used a 

researcher-designed topic guide which was also submitted to the research projects 

interview experts for review (Appendix II). 

 The strength of the focus group is that it “can be an efficient use of time in that it 

allows access to the perspectives of a number of people during the same time period” 

(Glesne, 2006, p. 104). Focus groups can also “be a useful way to gather further insight 

into issues that developed through data analysis of individual interviews or to member 

check your developing understanding with your participants” (Glesne, 2006, p. 104). 



Texas Tech University, Heather Martinez, December 2010   

73 

 

Focus groups, however, are not without their weaknesses. The most crucial is the “ethical 

problems related to confidentiality [which] can arise” (Glesne, 2006, p. 104). 

Furthermore, it is often difficult to get the same type of penetrating response from a focus 

group as a researcher may receive from individual interviews. In order to address these 

weaknesses the researcher kept a strict data management plan that worked to protect 

confidentiality and conferred with experts for advice on how to encourage more in depth 

responses.  

  Once both sets of interviews had taken place, the focus group instrument was 

administered through separate sessions, for each institution. A moderator was used for 

each focus group and led the discussion using a prepared list of topics developed from 

research based on college choice theory. Each focus group was recorded using a video 

recording device and ultimately transcribed using the appropriate software. All 

transcription was saved in both physical and electronic formats. The focus groups were 

scheduled and arranged based on the availability of the majority of the participants. Each 

focus group was held on separate Saturday afternoons, and each lasted no more than two 

hours. The focus groups were held on the campuses of the particular institution which the 

participants attended so as to be convenient for all participants involved.  

At the start of the focus group all the participants were reminded of the purpose of 

the research, and were allowed to ask any questions and express any concerns they had in 

regard to the focus group process. They were reminded that any time during the focus 

group one or all could choose to stop participating for any reason. Focus groups were 

immediately transcribed and then processed for the purpose of eliminating any and all 



Texas Tech University, Heather Martinez, December 2010   

74 

 

identifiers that could breach confidentiality and possibly identify the participants or the 

institution. 

 

Data Analysis 

 The study‟s phenomenological design work to address and examine the college 

choice process among Latina women. Using Husserlian, Heideggerian and Critical 

hermeneutics, the researcher conducted data analysis using inductive logic and creative 

synthesis (Bryman & Burgess, 1994; Patton, 2002; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The 

inductive logic approach involved analyzing data in a strongly systematic manner directly 

resulting from specified objectives. The foremost objective of the inductive logic 

approach was to reveal findings from the data that lacked limitations found in more 

structured methodologies (Thomas, 2003; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

 To categorize, interpret, describe and frame the experiences of the research 

participants in regard to college choice, the researcher used Husserlian, Heideggerian and 

Critical hermeneutics. Colaizzi‟s (1978) analysis method, formulated form the Husserlian 

concepts, allowed for the phenomenon to be related in rich descriptions. Colaizzi‟s 

method was appropriate for phenomenological studies since these Husserlian principles 

supported the method of analysis (Cohen & Omery, 1994). The seven steps of the 

Colaizzi method used in the study include:  

i. Thoroughly reading verbatim transcripts to develop a sense of the overall 

or whole phenomenon. 

 

ii. Acknowledging and extracting important and significant statements and 

phrasing. 

 

iii. Formulating meanings using the important and significant statements and 

phrasing. 
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iv. Associating the meanings first by theme, then theme clusters and finally 

theme categories. 

  

v. Using the results to formulate rich, thick descriptions of the participants 

lived experiences.  

 

vi. Identifying and formulating the phenomenon and its essential structure. 

 

vii. Pursuing validation through the research participants who were asked to 

compare the researcher‟s descriptive results with the lived experiences 

they shared, and, if necessary change or modify the researcher‟s 

description to capture the truest representation of the lived experience the 

participant shared with the researcher.  

 

Based on the relevant literature the researcher used Heideggerian and Critical 

hermeneutics to interpret the lived experiences which the participants share with the 

researcher and to assist with developing the themes and categories of the phenomenon. 

The Critical hermeneutics assisted the researcher in placing responses appropriately into 

context by associating other factors which, in referencing the literature, may have 

affected the lived experiences of the participants.  

Ethical Considerations and Safety Protocol 

By establishing meaning, qualitative inquiry embraces the existence of multiple 

realities and the influence of social construction, however, creating a certain level of 

confidence that qualitative research can and does represent the meanings of its 

participants is still necessary to the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2007). As a 

result, rigor and ethical issues are imperative to the legitimacy of any qualitative study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2007). This study sought to address 

credibility and legitimacy through the use of triangulation and transferability.  

Johnson (1997) suggested that triangulation is an involved process of cross 

checking information through numerous methods in order to garner corroboration and 
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promote the idea of trustworthiness within qualitative research. For this study, multiple 

participants, interviews and focus groups were employed in order to collect and validate 

the information. Member checks were conducted in two different ways, first during the 

individual interviews and, second, upon completion of the data analysis. Prior to 

completing each individual interview, the researcher would summarize the information 

gathered and discuss it with the participant to confirm an accurate depiction of the 

participant‟s experience. Upon completion of the data analysis, the results were shared 

with each of the participants involved in the study and the participants were encouraged 

to critically review the results and discuss whether or not the findings were a true 

reflection of their feelings and experiences. 

To ensure transferability, this study used the Husserlian phenomenological 

approach and incorporated the use of a verbatim recording to promote the collection of 

rich descriptive data. The study‟s use of purposeful sampling also lent itself to the 

promotion of transferability by selecting participants from two different institutions who 

each possess very similar characteristics.  In regard to dependability, overlapping the data 

collection methods of interview and focus groups was sufficient and conformability was 

found through member checking and the use of triangulation.  

The purpose of the study was explained and outlined to each participant and each 

participant was encouraged to ask questions and find clarification as needed. The 

researcher assured participants of the voluntary nature of their involvement with the 

research and informed them about their right to leave the study at anytime, or to choose 

not to answer any particular question. The researcher also informed participants of their 

ability to request that the recording device be turned off without any negative 
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repercussions or consequences and assured them of the utmost confidentiality with regard 

to the information which they provided. The researcher kept all interviews and focus 

group transcripts as well as recorded conversations and participant identities under lock 

and key and destroyed the documents upon completion of the research. The Texas Tech 

University Institutional Review Board provided formal approval for this study and its 

procedures.  

Facilities and Equipment 

It was the researcher‟s intent that all interviews and focus groups take place on or 

near the grounds of the designated institutions. Equipment used during the course of this 

research included a hand held audio recording device, a video recording device, and all 

equipment necessary for the preservation and protection of the data until the close of the 

study.  

 Chapter Summary 

 This chapter examined the methodology used for the study and described in detail 

the research design, participants, site selection, and data collection and analysis 

procedures. The chapter also outlined ethical considerations and safety protocols applied 

to the research and the participants. Chapter 4 will describe the participants involved in 

the study, and discuss verification procedures and the results of the data collection and 

analysis.  

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Heather Martinez, December 2010   

78 

 

CHAPTER IV  

PRESENTING THE DATA 

Introduction 

 Consistent with phenomenological methodology, this chapter will present a 

detailed description of each participant before presenting a thorough description of 

themes resulting from the systematic analysis of the interviews and focus groups. In an 

effort to preserve anonymity, each participant was assigned an identification acronym 

allowing the researcher to identify each participant while maintaining confidentiality and 

the participant‟s anonymity from public domains. Each participant‟s lived experience is 

described in as much detail as possible however, the researcher used caution to avoid 

providing an abundance of information which may compromise participant anonymity. 

 According to Denzin and Lincoln (2003), the qualitative researcher must serve as 

a “bricoluer” (p 5), or one who creates interpretive montages to promote understanding 

and define the complexities of human emotion and experience.  To that end, the 

researcher used the participants‟ individual phenomenal and textural descriptions that 

they conveyed though both individual interviews and focus groups as a means to give 

voice to multiple perspectives and points of view on the phenomenon that each of them 

have experienced. By utilizing quotes taken from each of the various interactions with the 

participants, the researcher sought to provide a simultaneous montage of multiple 

experiences using the lens of college choice.   

Overview of the Research Questions 

This study was designed to address the following research questions:  

1) How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on higher  
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education had on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution? 

2) How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on gender  

roles had on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution? 

3) How do Latina students perceive the effect that institutional factors had on  

their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting institution? 

Participants 

 Participants in this study were selected using the following criteria: (1) 

participants were currently enrolled in one of the two designated four-year baccalaureate 

granting institutions (2) participants must not have attended a community college after 

high school graduation and before enrolling in their present institutions (3) participants 

identified themselves as a member of the ethnic group denoted by the term Latino (4) 

participants were female, and (5) participants will be from 18 to 24 years of age. The 

target number of participants for this study was 10, five from each institution. 

 Each participant was given an alias, which they were allowed to choose to protect 

their identities. Upon completion of the data collection the researcher then assigned each 

alias to a letter of the alphabet in order to protect and preserve confidentiality. The 

participants are referred to as Participant A, Participant B, and so forth, and shall be noted 

as P.A., P.B., etc. For the purposes of transcription, the researcher was identified as 

“Interviewer”. Any names or references that could potentially identify the institution, 

such as the name of the institution, names of administrators, names of buildings, or 
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landmarks, professors, were also all given aliases (See table 1.2 for the participant 

summary). 

Participant Summary 

ALIAS AGE CLASS Citizenship 

P.A. 21 Junior Dual (Mexico) 

P.B.  20 Sophomore US 

P.C. 22 Sophomore US 

P.D.  19 Sophomore Dual (Mexico) 

P.E.  23 Senior US 

P.F.  22 Junior Dual (Mexico) 

P.G.  24 Senior US 

P.H. 19 Sophomore US 

P.I. 24 Senior Dual (Mexico) 

P.J.  23 Senior Dual (Mexico) 

Table  1.2 

Participant Descriptions 

Participant A was a 21 year old junior first-generation Mass Communications 

major born in the United States. Her father was born in Mexico, while her mother was 

born in the United States. She has 2 brothers and 1 sister. She chose to attend a university 

less then 60 miles from her home, and she works on campus. Her father did not graduate 

from high school and her mother received her General Equivalency Diploma.   
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Participant B was a 20 year old sophomore Family Studies major born in the 

United States. Both of her parents were born in the United States and she has 1 sister. She 

chose to attend a university less than 60 miles from her home, and she worked locally in 

the community. Neither of her parents graduated high school.  

 

Participant C was a 22 year old sophomore Human Studies major born in the 

United States. Both of her parents were born in the United States and she has 1 brother 

and 1 sister. She chose to attend a university less than 60 miles from her home and she 

worked on campus. Both of her parents graduated from high school and her mother 

attend college briefly. 

 

Participant D was a 19 year old sophomore Finance major born in Mexico. Both 

of her parents were born in Mexico but became United States citizens when she was 5. 

Participant D become a United States Citizen when she was18. She has 2 brothers. She 

chose to attend a university less over 60 miles from her home and she worked locally in 

the community. Neither of her parents graduated high school.  

  

Participant E was a 23 year old senior Graphic Design major born in the United 

States. Both of her parents were born in the United States and she has 2 brothers and 2 

sisters. She chose to attend a university over 60 miles from her home and she worked on 

campus. Both of her parents graduated from high school, and both attended college 

briefly. Her father is a disabled veteran.  
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Participant F was a 22 year old first-generation college student and junior 

Mathematics major born in Mexico. Both of her parents were born in Mexico but became 

United States citizens when she was a small child. Participant D become a United States 

citizen when she was 18. She has 2 brothers. She chose to attend a university less then 60 

miles from her home and works locally in the community.  Neither of her parents 

graduated from high school.  

 

Participant G was a 24 year old first-generation senior Health Sciences major born 

in the United States. Both of her parents were born in the United States, and she is an 

only child. She chose to attend a university less than 60 miles from her home and works 

locally in the community. Her father did not graduate from high school, and her mother 

completed her General Equivalency Diploma.  

 

Participant H was a 19 year old sophomore Science major born in the United 

States. Both of her parents were born in the United States and she has 1 sister. She chose 

to attend a university over 60 miles from her home and works on campus. Both of her 

parents graduated from high school.  

 

Participant I is a 24 year old first-generation senior Health Sciences major born in 

Mexico. Both of her parents were born in Mexico but became United States citizens 

when she was a small child. Participant I become a United States Citizen when she was 

18 and has no siblings. She chose to attend a university less than 60 miles from her home 

and works locally in the community. Neither of her parents graduated from high school.  
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Participant J is a 23 year old senior Business major born in the United States. Her 

father was born in Mexico while her mother was born in the United States. She has 1 

brother. She chose to attend a university less than 60 miles from her home and works on 

campus. Her father did not graduate high school, but her mother did.   

 

Data Analysis 

Berg (2001) identifies the process of data or content analysis as a process by 

which data is collected and made into text allowing for coding schemas to be objectively 

developed. Codes are transformed into labels or themes by which the data can be sorted 

and categorized to examine meanings, patterns, and processes (Crump, 2008). As this 

study examines the college choice process among Latina women through a 

phenomenological design, data analysis was conducted using the Colaizzi analysis 

method (1978) which provides seven steps to conducting content analysis of the data 

collected.   Content analysis allows the researcher to disassemble and reassemble the data 

while examining it from an objective point of view for meaning which can then be used 

to make rationalizations about the individuals who provided the data (Stake, 1995; Berg, 

2001).   De Sola Pool (1959) suggests that content analysis assists the researcher in 

making connections and inferences regarding the data and possible meanings, while 

Krippendorf (1980) suggests that content analysis allows the researcher to understand the 

data as a phenomenon.  

Following the steps Colaizzi (1978) outlined, first verbatim transcripts were 

thoroughly read to develop a sense of the overall phenomenon. Next, important and 
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significant statements and phrasing were acknowledged and extracted and coded from 

each transcript using both open and axial coding. Open coding was performed at the very 

beginning of the process because it is a more unrestricted type of coding analysis 

detailing data sources such as an interview (Strauss, 1987). The purpose of open coding 

was to create concepts which were associated with the data. 

 As more and more concepts began to develop, the researcher was able to begin 

assigning initial themes. As suggested by Colazzi (1978), once initial themes were 

identified, the researcher used important and significant statements and phrasing to begin 

associating meanings and then began associating meanings by theme, theme clusters, and 

finally theme categories requiring the use of axial coding. Axial coding was then because 

it allows for in-depth and intense analysis of a single category at a time in relationship to 

a particular item or condition (Strauss, 1987). Axial coding promotes a more cumulative 

knowledge about particular categories and the relationships which exist between them as 

well as a revolution around a particular theme or “axis” being examined (Crump, 2008). 

Axial coding allowed the researcher to find relationships between initial themes and 

begin identifying major themes in the data. Data was analyzed daily enabling the 

researcher to address revelations in the data to prepare the researcher for the next round 

of analysis. McDonough‟s College Choice Theory (1997) was used as a point of 

reference in data analysis. Once major themes had been identified, the researcher then 

used Tajfel and Turner‟s Social Identity Theory (1979) as a lens to recode the data for the 

concept of culture as it related to college choice.  
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College Choice  

According to McDonough (1997) there are three determinants of the college 

choice process: cultural capital, habitus and bounded rationality. Cultural capital is the 

intangible property which parents and family members transmit to their children in place 

of fiscal capital as a means of achieving status and recognition. Habitus is an internal 

system of perspectives, experiences, beliefs and outlooks absorbed by an individual from 

his or her immediate environment. Finally, bounded rationality is a type of behavior 

exhibited by an individual that is rational but limited to what they understand 

(McDonough, 1997).  

To examine college choice factors for the participants, the researcher first 

examined transcripts of both interviews and focus groups for responses related to each of 

the McDonough‟s  (1997) prescribed determinants. Cultural capital was coded by finding 

responses regarding opinions, views and even messages associated with education, both 

positive and negative, within the participant‟s environment including from family, 

friends, and other respected members of the participants social sphere. The researcher 

also examined responses regarding the educational paths of the participant's parents, 

peers, and extended family members as well as the participant‟s own experiences with 

any type of higher education including college nights, campus tours, and interaction with 

educational professionals. This examination was undertaken since according to Gonzales, 

et al. (2003), cultural capital can be provided through a higher education institution.  

In regard to habitus, the data was analyzed and coded by examining participant 

responses to issues regarding educational facilities, including the characteristics they 

defined as necessary in potential schools, future plans including degree desires and 
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professional careers, and current responsibilities both professionally and personally. The 

researcher also examined responses related to issues of safety, protection, housing, 

student demographics, and size of institutions. Since, according to McDonough (1997) 

habitus is influenced through the immediate environment, the researcher also coded 

responses involving the size of the participants home town and high school, the 

demographic of their peer groups, and the types of activities participated in by students.  

For bounded rationality, the researcher coded the data by examining participant 

responses in regard to their own views on the value of education as well as that of their 

families, any issues or obstacles in the path to attending higher education, and concerns 

or misgivings about educational processes or institutions in particular. The researcher 

also examined participant responses regarding sacrifices being made or losses being 

suffered on the part of the participant as a result of pursuing higher education. Since 

McDonough (1997) suggested that bounded rationality is also largely influenced by the 

information a student has access to, the researcher also coded responses on access to 

information about higher education, recruitment methods of various institutions, 

difficulties or problems navigating applications and various other paperwork 

requirements.  

Eighteen themes related to college choice emerged during data analysis.  Through 

further analysis, these concepts were streamlined into 9 theme clusters, and finally 3 

theme categories relating to college choice demonstrating commonality between 

participants (see Figure 1.1 for data analysis theme chart).  The 3 theme categories 

emerged: Access, Relationships (Internal and External) and Benefits and Risks. For the 

theme category Access, there were 3 associated theme clusters which were size and 
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geographic location, financial assistance, and programs and scheduling.  For the theme 

category Relationships, there were also 3 associated theme clusters which were familial 

opinions and expectations, friends and social groups, and self-identity and expectations. 

Finally, the third theme category, Benefits and Risks, also had 3 associated theme 

clusters. Those clusters were value of education, potential for failure and opportunity 

costs.  

Figure 1.1 Data Analysis Theme Chart  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Latino Culture  

After initial data analysis using McDonough‟s College Choice Theory (1997) as a 

point of reference, the researcher was then able to reexamine the coded data for content 

associated with culture. Using responses associated with the theme categories of Access, 
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Relationships and Benefits and Risks, the researcher made connections between the 

tenants of Tajfel and Turner‟s Social Identity Theory (1979) and the participant‟s Latino 

Culture. Tajfel and Turner (1979) outlines the basic elements of social identity as 

categorization and discrimination, identity and social comparison, and hierarchies and 

change.  

When the major theme of Access of was evaluated, in this context, responses 

related to the types of institutional factors were important.  Participants considered a 

potential institution based upon strong connections to geographic location, institutional 

size, financial assistance available, and programs and course offerings by the institution. 

Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggest these factors or areas of importance identify categories 

and are established through common views and opinions expressed by members of a 

certain group. The individual creates meaning and gives importance to those views. 

Therefore, the researcher coded responses related to these factors for information on the 

Latino views on familial responsibility and designated gender roles. This was done since 

specifically, to address the Latino views on the responsibility of the female to stay close 

to home and to the family in order to help, as well as to preserve her status as an 

unmarried, virtuous young woman (Flores-Gonzalez, 2002; Gonzalez, et al. 2004).  

Participant responses were filled with references to the expectations of their 

family and their culture at large as well as the importance of adhering to the traditional 

Latino role for women. Many of the responses allude to Latino cultural views regarding 

living outside of the home. By taking on a more masculine role, Latina participants in this 

study, who attempted to work or provide for themselves might diminish in the views of 

others of their families particularly regarding the ability of their respective fathers to 
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provide for them. In relationship to discrimination then, the participant responses 

revealed a large level of discrimination experienced, specifically in relationship to their 

decision to live outside of their home and to work. According to Tajfel and Turner, such 

discrimination is common, specifically when a group member has differences which are 

exposed.  

In relationship to the major theme of Relationships (Internal and External), 

participant responses regarding factors which influenced the college choice process 

revealed strong connections to the role that both family and friends played in the 

decision-making process. According to Tajfel and Turner (1979), an individual‟s personal 

self-esteem and self-worth are derived in large part by the sense of belonging to a cultural 

or social group and the social comparison of one group to another. This sense of 

belonging is fostered by commonalities between the members of a particular group and 

their associated values for various social constructs. Therefore, the researcher coded 

responses related to information on the Latino views on education and gender roles, as 

well as how the participants viewed themselves as compared to other Latinas. This was 

done specifically to address the Latino views on the importance of education, as well as 

the personal identity each participant had and how it related to the traditional concept of a 

Latina woman (Penalosa, 1968; Capello, 1994).  

Participant responses, in relationship to this particular area of college choice, were 

consistent with references to parental support for education because of a lack of social of 

financial viability within the existing family structure, and a large belief on the part of the 

participant‟s fathers that their daughters were better than the “average” Latina woman. 

Many of the responses alluded to a desire on the part of the participants to be different 
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from the members of their Latina social group, and a strong sense of self-worth and self-

esteem. In relationship to social comparison then, the participant responses revealed a 

communal opinion that they were better than most of their peers, specifically for their 

decision to attend a four-year baccalaureate granting institution rather than a community 

college. Once their college choice decision had been made, participants felt a distinct 

separation between themselves and members of their previous social group.  

For the major theme of Benefits and Risk, participant responses revealed strong 

connections to the value of education, for both community college and baccalaureate 

degrees, the potential for success and failure, and the impending costs both socially and 

financially, all of which were influenced by the views and opinions of the participant‟s 

friends and family. Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggest that in regard to hierarchies and 

change, individuals associated with specific groups, which have specific views or values, 

may experience some change in their social strata as a result of their actions to either 

increase or decrease positive or negative responses from other group members to their 

choices. Therefore, the researcher coded responses related to information on Latino views 

on education and gender roles as well as the expectations the participants had for 

themselves regarding higher education. This was done specifically to address the manner 

in which Latinos place value on education, assess risk in relationship to success and 

failure, and the participant‟s views as Latinas on their future paths (Penalosa, 1968, 

Buriel and Cardoza, 1988).  

The participant responses in relationship to this element were consistent with 

references to a lack of understanding on the part of their parents as to the benefit and 

value of a four-year degree versus a two-year degree, parental concerns about the long-
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term costs of failure, and their own concerns about the personal costs of attending an 

institution of higher education. Many of the responses suggested that by choosing to 

attend a four-year baccalaureate degree the participants destroyed significant personal 

relationships. Given the traditional views on Latina women and the importance of 

preserving love and family (Penalosa, 1968), the responses revealed the creation of a gap 

between the participants and various family members and friends. Ultimately, this 

resulted in devaluation of the participating Latinas as a member of their previous social 

group and the need to move to a different social group which was more accepting of their 

lifestyle and decisions. Participant responses showed an evident change in social strata 

often leaving the participants in between the group they once were a part of, and another 

group to which they did not entirely belong. 

 

Verification Procedures 

The researcher used critical hermeneutics assisted the researcher in accurately 

interpreting the lived experiences of the participants and place their responses in 

appropriate contexts. The researcher then used these results to formulate descriptions of 

the participants lived experiences and the phenomenon of college choice in relationship 

to culture. Trustworthiness of the research was pursued through the research participants 

who were asked to review the descriptive results and compare them to their experiences 

to determine whether or not any changes or modifications needed to be made. 

Triangulation for this study involved the use of multiple participants in both initial and 

follow-up interviews as well as focus groups. Transferability was achieved by recording 

each interview and focus group to promote the collection of rich descriptive data; through 
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the use of purposeful sampling which enabled the researcher to select participants from 

two different institutions who all possessed very similar characteristics; and through 

member checking both throughout the data collection process and upon its conclusion. 

With regard to researcher bias, Denzin (1989) suggests that “interpretive research 

begins and ends with the biography and self of the reader” (p 12). As a result, it is 

impossible to eliminate entirely the bias a researcher may have in relation to their 

research; however, bias should and can be accounted for throughout the researcher 

process. For this study, the researcher made every effort to control bias and provide an 

honest examination of the participant‟s college choice experience. To do this, the 

researcher kept a notebook of detailed field notes, recording her own personal reactions 

and opinions to the information she was gathering, and critically analyzing them against 

the results which the data produced. This assisted the researcher in re-formulating and 

revising the questions being asked, and the discussions being had.  

 

Results 

 During both the interviews and the focus groups each participant was asked a 

series of questions with regard to their college choice process as outlined by Tajfel and 

Turner‟s (1979) Social Identity Theory and McDonough‟s College Choice Theory 

(1997). Individual interviews concentrated largely on questions having to do with 

institutional factors and familial opinions and expectations while focus groups 

concentrated largely on questions having to do with cultural views on education and 

gender roles. These questions solicited information regarding their financial status, the 

financial status of their parents, factors they considered when choosing an institution of 
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higher education, the views and opinions of their parents and extended family in regard to 

higher education; as well as their own personal views in regard to higher education, and 

their concept of gender roles within the Latino culture. As discussed, after the responses 

of each participant were analyzed, three common or major themes became apparent in the 

college choice process of the participants. These factors were access, relationships 

(internal and external), and benefits and risks.  

Access 

By and large, information about the institution was one of the very first factors the 

participants considered in regard to college choice.  Many of the participants reported that 

they felt it important to gather information about the institutions they were considering, 

even before openly talking to their family or peers about their decision to pursue higher 

education. High on the list of importance for the participants was the size and geographic 

location of the institution in proximity to their family home. This was followed almost 

immediately by what kind of financial assistance was available and finally the types of 

programs and scheduling the institution offered. 

Size and Geographical Location  

Interviewer: What kinds of things did you consider when you first started looking 

at possible institutions of higher education to attend? 

P.I.: I knew that where the school was, was going to be very important to uh, my 

parents just because of what it would take to get back and forth and for them to 

come and visit me. Also, um, I knew that my parents wouldn‟t want me to go to a 

really large school so I looked at kind of um, how big the school was, like if my 

classes would be all over the world, and how many students were there and things 
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like that.  It's funny because campus safety was like a big thing for me because 

my parents are very safety serious, so I even got like a campus crime reports or 

status reports or whatever so I could show them how safe the campus was 

(Participant Interview, 06/10).  

 

P.A.: Um, I, uh, let me think. I think where the school was at was the biggest 

thing for me. I have three brothers and sisters and they all live close to my mom 

and dad so my family is always together. It's like a religion that we have to get 

together for every birthday, anniversary, holiday, so I knew if I was somewhere 

far away that my parents would not be happy and I uh, would probably miss them 

and my family a lot. Plus, um, I wanted to be somewhere that they could come 

and see me and see my school in be close by in case I needed anything or they 

needed me (Participant Interview, 06/10) 

 

Interviewer: Did you consider colleges and access information before or after 

you talked to your parents about attending college?  

P.B.: I tried to get information first before I talked to my parents because I knew 

that they were going have a lot of questions about the colleges that I wanted to go 

to. So I tried to get online as much as I could and I requested information be sent 

to me in the mail and then I would check the post office every day to make sure I 

got it before my parents so they didn't know that I had been looking at some 

schools that were kind of far away (Participant Interview, 06/10).  
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P.C.: Yeah I started getting information when I was in high school. I already 

knew that I wanted to go to college and had sort of been talking to my parents 

about it, um, but I think I think they thought that I was going to go to the Junior 

college and not go to the big like University. So I started talking to the sister of 

one of my friends who went to college and asking her where I could get 

information because my guidance counselor didn't really help me or anybody at 

all. Yeah she uh, just had a crate in the corner of her office with folders in it about 

different schools and you could go get information from there but she never really 

answered anybody's questions (Participant Interview, 06/10). 

Financial Assistance 

Aside from the geographical location and size of the institution one of the 

strongest factors related to college choice for the participants was cost. While financial 

aid was very important in the decision making process, many of the participants admitted 

to knowing they were going to have to work either part-time or full-time regardless of the 

financial aid they received because their parents could not afford to help them pay for any 

of their school costs. Furthermore, several of the participants knew that the idea of taking 

out loans was anathema to their parents. Therefore, not only was the amount of financial 

aid important but the type of financial aid being awarded was also money that was not 

required to be paid back would e a more persuasive factor for their families.  

Interviewer: How concerned were you with the cost of school and the financial 

aid you were going to receive? 

P.D.: Money was a huge thing for me, and my family. It was how much the 

school was going to cost, but uh, also more that my parents didn't want me to get 
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in debt to go to school. My dad couldn't see me going to school and taking out a 

bunch of loans and then having to pay them back later because he's not real big on 

credit. So I applied for Pell grants and scholarships and any kind of free money I 

could think of because I knew it would help me decide where I was going to go to 

school (Participant Interview 06/10). 

 

P.J.: Well, um, it's like I said I knew my parents were going to be all about the 

money. My dad like hates taking money or help from other people but I knew that 

like he and my mom couldn‟t afford to pay for my school either.  I knew that I 

could get loans and that there were scholarships out there and some other free 

money but I also knew that at the bigger schools it was gonna be harder to get 

those because more people were going to go out for them. So I knew based on my 

parent‟s income that I would get some help but probably I would have to take out 

like a loan or something so, I knew if I was going to take out a loan it needed to 

be for as little as possible. So, how much the school cost after all the free money I 

got came in was a part of my decision. Not like a big, big part but definitely a part 

(Participant Interview 06/10).  

 

P.C.: It was pretty funny because my mom was the one who told me that I 

shouldn't make loans or borrow money to go to school and I thought she was 

telling me that because she didn't want me to have to pay all that money back but 

then she said “mija, nobody is going to want to marry you if you owe a lot of 

money because nobody's going to want to pay it off for you”. My dad said that I 
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should just take whatever classes I could afford to pay for even if it was like one a 

semester so that I didn't have to get help and, uh, or owe a lot of money. It kind of 

made me feel like they didn't think I was going to finish so they couldn't see why I 

needed to take out loans or borrow money because then I was not gonna finish 

school and owe lots of money (Participant Interview 06/10).  

Programs and Scheduling 

Finally, in regard to access, the programs offered by various institutions as well as the 

scheduling of undergraduate courses were important to several of the participants, largely 

due to responsibilities that each of them had outside of their education. 

Interviewer: You mentioned that the kind of programs the school was offering 

and when it was offering classes was important to you. Why is that?  

P.H.: Yeah, well I have to work. I mean I get financial aid and it's good but um, I 

still have to work to make money because I have to pay for everything myself. 

My parents really can‟t afford to help me with money for anything like food or 

gas or anything like that so the financial aid I get covers my tuition and my room 

and my food and then there's very little left over. Uh, so for the things I need 

every day to take care of myself I need money. Plus my abuelito lives with my 

parents and I take turns helping take care of him so it's pretty important for me to 

have classes that can work around my work schedule and still let me help with my 

family taking care of my abuelo, or uh grandpa I guess (Participant Interview, 

06/10). 
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P.E.: I have to have a flexible schedule because I do more than just, uh, you 

know, go to school. It‟s because my dad is disabled, and only my mom works, so 

my parents are on a fixed income. So I work, and my brothers and sisters work, 

and we give money to our parents so they have a little bit of breathing room. So I 

uh, have to have, uh or have to be able to work and help my parents as much as I 

can. I mean if my brothers and sisters don‟t help my parents then nobody else is 

going to and we don't want anything to happen to them which is why were going 

to school (Participant Interview 06/10).  

Relationships (Internal and External) 

 Although several factors played a role in the college choice process among the 

participants, overwhelmingly the most influential factor was identified as relationships. 

These relationships included the ones which participants had with their immediate family, 

their friends and peers in social networks, as well as the internal relationships which 

helped to formulate their own personal identities as women and as students. Participants 

repeatedly shared college choice experiences which were colored by the opinions and 

expectations of their parents, the choices and directions of their friends and classmates, 

and their own personal goals and desires for themselves in the future and in regard to 

higher education and academic success. 

Familial Opinions and Expectations 

 Each participant was asked to describe the overall expectations which their 

parents had for them upon completion of high school as well as the opinions of their 

parents in regard to higher education. Overwhelmingly, the participants shared that the 
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opinions and expectations of their parents weighed heavily on their college choice and 

the decision of whether or not to attend a four-year baccalaureate granting institution. 

Interviewer: What do you think your parent’s expected you to do when you 

graduated from high school? 

P.F.: Um, it was kind of always understood that when I graduated from high 

school that I would go to some sort of college or technical school. Both of my 

parents worked, well, my dad still works, at a meatpacking plant, and they both 

would always tell me that they never wanted to see me working somewhere like 

that. My parents were both born in Mexico, and my dad was real serious about me 

going to some kind of school. He would always tell me that he came to the United 

States so that we would have more opportunityand he expected me to do better 

than just work like everybody else. So I knew that he wanted me, well he and my 

mom both wanted me to get some kind of education but they were not very 

specific about what kind (Participant Interview, 06/10) 

 

P.H.: Make money! No, my dad was always the one who would tell me that I 

needed to go to school. My mom, um, I don‟t want to say she was less supportive 

, uh because she like, she wanted me to do things and maybe go to school but I 

think she didn't really understand what college was so she just kind of said 

whatever I wanted to do was fine. But my dad, he‟s a farmer, and he works for a 

man who owns the land, and his sons, uh, the farmer sons, were in college, and 

my dad would tell me that I needed to go to school so I could own the farm 

someday and not always just have to work it. Most of the girls I knew were 
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pregnant or married by the time we graduated high school and my dad would 

always tell me that I wasn't like them, that I could do better. I think he thought 

that I was going to go to the Junior college but I knew he wanted me to go 

somewhere (Participant Interview, 06/10). 

 

P.A.: Oh, my parents knew that I was coming to college. My mom and dad had 

been talking about college since I was in junior high. My dad was born in Mexico, 

and my mom was born here, and my dad my and my mom too, always said that 

they never wanted to go back to Mexico, and they didn't want me to go back to 

Mexico either. So really my dad and really my mom knew that I needed to go to 

college when I graduated. They never finished high school but they knew enough 

to know that college was a good thing and they wanted me to go (Participant 

Interview 06/10). 

 

Interviewer: What was your parents reaction when you told them that you 

wanted to attend college? 

P.I.:  I think they were shocked. Not shocked like because I wanted to go to 

college, but shocked because they thought I was going to go to the community 

college. I don't think they ever thought that I wanted to go to a big school. They 

didn‟t like the idea of me going to a regular college. They didn't want me to live 

in the dorms, because they wanted me to live at home. They didn't think it was 

safe for me to go to a school with so many people, and they kept telling me that it 

would be cheaper for me to live at home and go to the community college, and I 
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think secretly my mom wanted me to be a hairdresser so she was hoping if I went 

to the community college I would be interested in that (Participant Interview, 

06/10). 

 

P.D.: They knew that I was wanting to go to school, and they knew that I would 

stay close to home because I'm a big baby. They were excited for me, um, mainly 

because I think I was so excited, but they were for sure surprised that I didn't pick 

the junior college like all my friends. It was closer than the school that I ended up 

choosing but not that much closer because the school I ended up that is only like 

20 miles further away. For me, um, for my mom especially, the big issue was the 

idea of me moving out of the house, because my mom didn't like it. She said that 

it didn't look right for me not to live at home, and I think she was worried 

because, um, or, about me defending myself if something happened or just being 

safe somewhere that she couldn't be (Participant Interview, 06/10) 

 

P.G.: They were so happy for me. I‟m an only child so I am, uh, kind of spoiled, 

and so pretty much if something makes me happy then they are going to be happy 

too. They did get uh, kinda sad when I told them where I wanted to go to school. 

My mom had already talked to some of her comadres whose daughters were at the 

CC [community college] and she wanted me to go there and live at home. But it 

was really my dad who said that if that‟s where I wanted to go, to (name omitted) 

University I mean, then I should go. He always pushed me, um, like he would 
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never let me be afraid and he would tell me “you have to at least try” (Participant 

Interview, 06/10).  

Friends and Social Groups 

The opinions and decision of the friends and social groups with which the participants 

interacted also had some influence sometimes in surprising ways, on their college choice 

process, specifically in relation to the type of institution which they chose to attend. Many 

of the participants suggested that one of the reasons they chose a four-year degree was 

because so many of their peers did not. Several of the participants also suggested that it 

was their own peer group‟s lack of motivation and disregard for higher education that 

spurred them on in their academic pursuits.   

Interviewer: Why did you choose to attend this university instead of a smaller or 

larger one or the community college?  

P.B.: Um, hmmmm. For me it was about being different I think. Everybody I 

knew that was going to school was going to the community college. It was almost 

like we were expected to go there after graduation. I didn‟t want to be a 

hairdresser or a nail tech or a mechanic or anything and I figured if I was going to 

go to school I should go somewhere new and fresh. Most of the girls I knew had 

to go to the community college because they had kids and had to work around 

their kids and stuff, but I wanted to do it big you know? (Participant Interview, 

07/10) 

 

P.C.: Um I didn‟t go to a smaller school because it would have been further away 

from home and I didn‟t go to the community college because I‟m not Mexican 
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enough [laughs]. No, for real, um, it‟s just that I think everybody just thinks 

Mexicans can only go to the community college. We couldn‟t possibly be smart 

enough to go to the big university. I wanted to prove that I could do it, that I 

didn‟t have to start at the community college. And, I think also I wanted to show 

my parents and my dad especially, that I could handle the responsibility and being 

kind of on my own (Participant Interview, 07/10).  

 

P.G.: There was no way I was going to the community college. Most of the girls I 

didn‟t get along with in high school were going there! When I was in high school 

I didn‟t have a lot of friends because I was different and then I was an only child 

so I got a lot of stuff that um other people didn‟t get so it kind of made me an 

outcast. So when I graduated I just decided I was going to go somewhere they 

weren‟t and be something more then they ever could be. Um, is that mean to say? 

(Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

Interviewer: How did your friends react to your decision to attend college? 

P.E.:  For the most part my friends already knew that I was going to go to college. 

The friends I had like in my honor‟s classes and stuff, we had all filled out 

applications together so we all knew that we were going to college. My other 

friends were kind of surprised I guess. I had a few of my friends ask me why I 

wanted to go to college or tell me it was too hard or that I maybe I thought I was 

better then everybody because I was going to school. There wasn‟t anyone exactly 

like me with exactly the same plans so I just tried to fit in where I could.  I knew 
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what I wanted to do and I knew that they thought they couldn‟t, even though they 

probably could have (Participant Interview, 07/10).  

 

P.J.: Um, hardly any of my friends were going to school. One of my best friends 

got pregnant when we were seniors so she was about to have her baby when I was 

applying for school. My other friends, some of them were going to go to school 

but most of them were going to the community college. They kind of were like 

whatever I guess. One of my friends said that I was just trying to be a “gavacha” 

[white] but I didn‟t care.  I knew it just bothered her that I was going and she 

wasn‟t. So I told her “I‟mma do me, and you do you, and we‟ll see in the end 

who‟s who” [laughter] (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.H.:  They were not supportive at all. I am from a real small town and everybody 

knows everybody‟s business. So, it was normal for people to graduate high school 

and stay there and get married and have kids. Most of my friends were planning 

on doing that. So, uh, when I told them I was going to college they said I was uh, 

deserting them. They kept telling me “anda vete bolia” [just go white girl] saying 

that I was trying to be white because I wanted to go to school. They said I needed 

to stay home and help my parents and if I wanted to go to school I should go to 

the community college. I was like, uh, no thank you. It just made me mad and 

made me want to show them like the next semester when I came home from 

college for break and they were living in their little houses and I was like oh, 

yeah, I am doing just fine, in school, thank you (Participant Interview, 07/10). 
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Self-Identity and Personal Expectations  

 As college choice is a distinctively personal decision, the relationship which the 

participants had with themselves internally greatly influenced their ultimate and final 

decision. Participants were asked questions in regard to how they viewed themselves, the 

manner in which they viewed themselves as compared to their peers, the manner in which 

they viewed themselves as Latina women in comparison to other Latina women, and the 

expectations they had for themselves and their academic future. How the participants 

related their own internal views and opinions to their personal environments helped to 

shape their decisions regarding educational facilities and educational paths.  

Interviewer: How would you describe yourself? 

P.A.: I think that I would say I am strong. I am very determined when it comes to 

something that I want, and very intense about getting things done. I think a lot of 

times people make excuses for the things they don‟t want to work for, so they say 

“oh well I couldn‟t get any help” or “it was harder for me because I had a kid, or a 

job or whatever” and it just makes me mad. Because I think that anyone can do 

what they want if they really work at it. I have always been the kind of person 

who is just going to get it done. I am not going to be scared or worried or make 

excuses. If I fail then I fail but at least I tried (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.C.: I‟m pretty stubborn I think. My mom says that I am hardheaded and that 

once I make up my mind I‟m not going to change it. Um, I think that I am just 

really focused on my life and what I want to do. I think sometimes that comes 
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across as rude or like arrogant but I don‟t care. I feel like I have a lot to prove, 

especially like with school because so many people expect me to fail, but I think 

that I have a really supportive family and I believe in family and being tough even 

when people hurt you or try to get you down. I am a good friend and I am loyal 

and I will always try to find the answer to a problem (Participant Interview, 

07/10). 

  

P.H.: Wow, um, well, uh I think for the most part I am pretty mature. I am not 

afraid to be here on my own or trying something new. I can be pretty tunnel 

visioned at times, I kind of focus on what is in front of me and what needs to get 

done so I can do it. I am serious but down to earth, I just like things to be 

organized and ready to go. I like to have fun and I think I‟m pretty funny too. Oh 

and yeah I am pretty intense when it comes to school and stuff, I am crazy about 

getting good grades and being on top of things (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

Interviewer: How would you describe yourself compared to the friends you 

graduated high school with? 

P.G.: I was the most outgoing I think. I was always the one they send to ask a 

question or find something out or get the scoop. My friends were pretty tame, they 

just liked to have a good time and relax; I was the one who was always like “let‟s 

do more” or “let‟s go see something new” [laughter]. I think I was probably more 

motivated then they are too. They were happy just making money and having 
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enough to party and whatever, but I was trying to get somewhere where I could 

make a lot of money and can really enjoy my life (Participant Interview, 07/10).  

 

P.E.:  Ummmm [laughter] I was probably the “white” one I guess. Does that 

make sense? Like I love being Mexican and eating pan dulce and everything but 

I‟m not into the traditional like Mexican life you know? Like quinceaneras and 

weddings and Saturday night dances and fighting and drinking and stuff. I don‟t 

like Mexican music and I don‟t speak really good Spanish so, it was kind of hard 

for me because I was not like most of my friends. I didn‟t get pregnant in high 

school and I didn‟t fall in love with a boy; I‟ve always just been good at school 

and worked hard at that. I would hang out with some of the white kids too but 

they were different from me too, so it was weird kind of (Participant Interview, 

07/10).  

 

Interviewer: How do you think you are in comparison to other Latina women? 

Are you similar? Different? 

P.F.: I think I‟m the same but different. Um, I think that I am a lot like other 

Latina‟s, I am proud and aggressive and I love my family and I respect my 

grandparents and my parents and I support my friends and loved ones. Um, but I 

think I am different because I think that yes, the man should be the head of the 

house, but he should listen to and respect his wife and they should share the 

decisions. I think that a woman should take care of the house and the kids, but 

because she wants to, not because that is what she is supposed to do. I am not 
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afraid to speak my mind or give my opinion and I think it‟s okay to make as much 

money as my husband, maybe more. But I am still afraid of my dad too [laughs] 

(Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.J.: I am different from most Latinas pretty much. In my house my dad is the 

boss and my mom takes care of us and cooks and cleans and stuff, and I think 

that‟s great, but I don‟t want to stay at home all my life taking care of kids and the 

house. I think a woman should make decisions in life too and have a role in the 

house but also with the money and with the decisions. I am not going to wait on 

my husband hand and foot or put up with some dumb machismo going on. I have 

plans and things I want to do and I am not happy just being the traditional 

Mexican or uh Latina wife who does what her husband says and doesn‟t make 

more money then he does so he won‟t be embarrassed or doesn‟t speak her mind 

(Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

 

Interviewer: What made you decide to want to go to college in the first place?  

P.B.: Um, honestly I would have to say my dad. My dad has always been really 

big on me doing more then just what everybody else is doing. He would always 

tell me that as a Latina I was going to have to work twice as hard and twice as 

long to uh, prove that I could do what others could. He always would tell me that 

he didn‟t want to see me making tortillas and having a bunch of kids. He was hard 

on me and pushed me a lot. My mom was real supportive too, but my dad is the 
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one who first started talking to me about college and who went with me when I 

took my tours and stuff (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.I.: I think a lot of it had to do with my family. I saw how hard my parents 

worked and how tired they were and I always thought I wanted to do something 

so that I could help them when I got older. My dad is a real hard worker so I 

learned to be a hard worker too. Both of my parents would tell us that we needed 

to make something of ourselves and do something, but my dad was real hardcore. 

Um, so like, I mean uh, he was not a very like weak kind of person and um, he 

never really showed a lot of emotion and he always expected us to do better then 

everyone else. I felt like going to college was a way to show him I was strong and 

also a way to help my parents someday down the road when they are older 

(Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.A.: Absolutely for sure my family. They were pretty supportive about 

everything I wanted to do, including school. My mom and dad both could see the 

value in going to school and getting a job that paid well. My dad does hard labor 

and my mom she clean‟s houses so they were both, uh they both felt real strong 

about me not having to do anything like that. My dad loves to say that he sweats 

so we can succeed, but really I know that he wants us to do really well. He never 

let us make excuses, well neither did my mom, both of them were tough and when 

we would say “oh we are too tired to do homework” or “it‟s too hard” my dad 

would say “working in the fields is hard, hoeing cotton is hard, this life, your life 
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is not hard”. So that‟s what kind of motivated me to do better and be better and I 

knew if I went to college I wouldn‟t have to work in the fields in the summer! 

[laughter] (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

Interviewer: What kind of expectations did you have for yourself when you 

graduated high school and even now? 

P.F.:  I think I always knew that I was going to come to college and was going to 

be successful. I expected it of myself because I wanted to be better then I was. I 

love my family and I love my friends but I knew I didn‟t want to be the same 

person forever. I didn‟t want to live in the same town forever and have the same 

friends so I had to leave and try something new. So now I think I just expect to 

keep going in this direction. I‟m going to graduate soon and finish what I started 

which I always thought I would and I‟m pretty proud of myself (Participant 

Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.C.:  I definitely wanted to go to college when I graduated high school, I knew 

that I would go to college and get a degree so that was kind of already laid out for 

me. I think I made myself or forced myself to keep going even when I wanted to 

quit because I didn‟t want to just be satisfied to graduate from high school. Now, I 

am focused on graduating and I expect to go to grad school after I am done. I 

always expect to be successful and to work hard and to force myself to go outside 

of my comfort zone (Participant Interview, 07/10).  

Benefits and Risk 
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Aside from the tangible concerns and questions in regard to access and the 

emotional aspects of both internal and external relationships, the participants in large 

majority, noted that identifying the potential benefits and risks of pursuing and enrolling 

in higher education was also a factor in their decision making process. Participants were 

asked questions about how they assessed the benefits of higher education as compared to 

their parents, what their fears were in regard to the pursuit of higher education and what 

other issues aside from access and relationships were presented to them during their 

college choice process. The participants revealed that assigning a value to the four-year 

education was important, followed by determining the worst case scenarios for potential 

failure in higher education and finally addressing the opportunity costs for pursuing 

higher education. 

Value of Education  

 One of the biggest struggles the participants indicated they had in regard to 

college choice was convincing their parents, and in some cases themselves of the value of 

education, specifically a four-year baccalaureate education. For the most part, the 

participants and their parents felt strongly about pursuing higher education but by and 

large their parents felt that the four year education was not as valuable in the immediate 

as the two year degree would be.  

Interviewer:  You mentioned your family wanted you to go to the community 

college, why do you think they did?  

P.D.: Um, the big thing for my parents was that they wanted me to be able to take 

care of myself and I think uh, they thought that the uh, community college was 

cheaper then like a big university and they thought it would be smart for me to get 
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my associates and go to work and then finish at a big school later. I think they 

kinda felt like I could get a degree and go to work and be on my feet instead of 

taking four or five years to graduate and then find a job. They were worried about 

money and I think they thought the community college offered more opportunity 

for me to be a professional right away, they had a hard time seeing that when they 

looked at four years against just two years (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.G.: Well I don‟t think they minded that I wanted to go to a big university but 

see I am in a nursing program right now and my mom thought it would be smarter 

for me to go to the community college or like a hospital nursing school and get 

my LVN and then work and go get my RN. She and my dad too, felt like I could 

be working in two years instead of four and making money, making good money 

while I was finishing my RN. I think because a lot of people do it that way, like 

get the LVN and then the RN they though it would be smarter. And since the 

community college is cheaper and faster, or like some nursing schools through the 

hospital will pay for your school if you work for them they just couldn‟t 

understand why I didn‟t want to be a nurse faster (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

Potential for Failure 

None of the participants involved in this study ever attended a community college 

and the majority never even considered the possibility. Each was focused on attending a 

four-year baccalaureate granting institution for numerous and varied reasons. However, 

the participants expressed overwhelming concern on the part of their families with regard 

to how successful they could and would be at a four-year institution as opposed to a 
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community college which many of their parents felt was a safer first step into the higher 

education experience.  

Interviewer: What did your parents think was the most important thing for you to 

think about when you were choosing an institution to attend?  

P.I.: That‟s a good question. Um, what I remember talking about the most is what  

I was prepared for. Of course I had lived at home all my life and I think my 

parents were pretty worried about whether or not I could handle living away from 

them and um, going to school and being responsible for myself. They were 

worried that like I would get to a big school and maybe not make it, that it would 

be hard and that I would decide I couldn‟t do it and then they thought if that 

happened I may not want to go to school anymore. I don‟t think they didn‟t think 

I could do it like grades wise, it was more of, if it doesn‟t work out for you and 

you leave, then what are you going to do with your life? I think that was kind of 

another reason they wanted me to go to the community college because at least if 

it didn‟t work out there well I was living at home and I could start over pretty 

quick and it wouldn‟t cost me as much in the long run (Participant Interview, 

07/10). 

 

P.E.: Probably how I was going to adjust and make friends. I think in a lot of 

ways they were afraid for me to leave home and go to school, especially the 

school I chose because it was so much bigger then the school I graduated high 

school from. I have always done pretty good academically and they felt like I 

would be distracted by everything else and not focus on school. My mom talked 
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to me a lot about the cost and making sure I was picking a place that if I chose to 

quit that I wouldn‟t be out lots and lots of money. I am a very social person too, 

so, uh my parents were worried that if I didn‟t make friends or I didn‟t find 

something I liked to do then I wouldn‟t ever do anything but study and be locked 

in my room and my mom said if you are going to stay in your room all the time 

and study, you might as well live here and do it (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

Opportunity Costs 

 In discussing their college choice process, many of the participants reported that 

they felt concerned and even anxious at times over whether or not they were making the 

right decision. Reasons for this included their own desire, as well as their parent‟s desire, 

to be close to home and family, a lack of communication with other schools outside of 

their geographical area, and the opportunity costs of going to school versus going to work 

immediately and then attending school over a longer period.  

Interviewer: Did you ever consider any other institutions outside of this area or 

even outside the state?  

P.H.: Yes, I did look at some other schools here in the state. I originally wanted to 

move far away and go to a really big school, but when I started talking to my 

parents about going to school the first thing they said was they wanted me to go 

somewhere close. We are all very tight and me moving away was not something 

they really wanted to consider. My dad felt like I needed to be close by in case 

something happened or I needed help or the family needed something and he and 

my mom convinced me that staying close would be better for me in the long run. 

Plus the school I was looking at was way more expensive then the school I finally 
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chose and I knew that even if I got financial aid it was going to be really hard for 

me to live there and go to school and support myself. Oh, uh and I never looked 

out of state because really I figured it would be way too expensive (Participant 

Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.B.: I did look outside the state actually. There was a really good school in 

Maryland that I wanted to go to because I thought it would be great for me, but 

then I pretty much decided against it because it was more expensive then I 

thought it would be; also, um, because my parents wouldn‟t have been able to 

deal with it if I had moved that far away from them. In the state, I really didn‟t 

look anywhere else but around here. I had a job right out of high school that was 

pretty good and I knew if I moved somewhere else that I would have to find a job 

and be stressed out and I thought it was better for me to just stick with what I had 

instead of trying to do more then I could you know? (Participant Interview, 

07/10). 

For most participants the recruitment they received from the institution they ultimately 

chose and the schools they were considering was fairly limited and was occurred mostly 

during the last couple of months of their senior year in high school.  

Interviewer: How were you recruited (if at all) by the institution you attend now 

or any other institutions you were considering?  

P.J.: Really I had to go chasing information. I mean once I requested information 

from the schools I was looking at then they would send me like flyers or 

brochures or whatever. I think one school called me, it was a smaller, private 
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school, but really that was it. I went to the college fair and got information there, 

but it was kind of like if I wanted to know about it, I had to go looking. I guess 

like they can‟t spend money going after everybody but it would have been nice if 

I had gotten a little bit more effort, especially since I‟ve spent so much money at 

this place by now (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.D.: I can‟t say that there was a lot of recruitment or anything. There were some 

people from the colleges I was thinking about at our Senior Day and they had 

tables and stuff set out. When I applied for my financial aid I got some 

information from the schools I sent my application to, but there wasn‟t a whole lot 

of, what did you call it, um recruitment from them. I don‟t know if that‟s how it 

usually goes or not but I kind of had to figure out what I was looking for and what 

kind of questions I needed to ask (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

Although the participants  valued their education and expressed continued satisfaction at 

their ultimate decisions, several also discussed how considering the cost of what they 

were potentially giving up to pursue education, full time jobs, personal relationships and 

familial responsibilities were all cited as examples, and made their choice process 

somewhat more difficult, and their final decision on an institution.  

 

Interviewer: Was there ever anything during this process that made you consider 

not even pursuing higher education at all? 

P.I.: I wish that I could say no, that I was never tempted not to come to school but 

honestly there were some things that made me think. You know, um, a lot of my 



Texas Tech University, Heather Martinez, December 2010   

117 

 

friends when we graduated high school went straight to work. By the summer a 

lot of them had full time jobs and were making good money and they were able to 

buy the things they wanted and do what they wanted and I couldn‟t do any of that. 

I still had my part-time high school job and I knew when I came to school I was 

going to be working work-study so I wasn‟t going to make a lot of money doing 

that either. I thought about how easy it would be to just go to work and not be in 

school and struggle for the next few years. Some of my aunts and uncles kept 

talking about how they were like building a retirement and because they had 

started working when they were 18 they were getting close to retiring and I 

thought like wow, I‟m not even going to start working for another 5 years or so, 

and so I‟m gonna be behind. It was hard to stay focused and keep convincing 

myself that school was better than work and money, especially when I was really 

broke (Participant Interview, 07/10).  

 

P.G.:  Maybe the one thing was like starting over. I mean I was going to go to 

school with nobody I knew. All my friends were doing their own thing, but a lot 

of them were staying together and they still had each other. So it made me think 

about how I was giving up all my friends and the people I knew and who knew 

me to go to this place where I didn‟t know anybody and I was going to have to 

start from scratch basically. Also, um, well [laughs] I was dating this guy too. We 

had been together for a while but he wasn‟t going to go to school and I knew that 

I would come home on the weekends and stuff but I also kind of knew that once I 

got busy with school I wouldn‟t see him as much and I thought about like what if 
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he is the one for me and then I go and leave him and then I am like alone forever? 

(Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

P.E.:  Um, probably, the idea of my parents being without me. Like I said before 

my dad is sick and has a lot of health problems and I help a lot with him and help 

my mom and stuff. So, I felt really guilty for a while about going and doing 

school and things while my mom was going to have to find more help for her and 

my dad. I mean I knew that like my brothers and sisters would help but I was the 

only one without kids so I did more then they could most of the time. I felt like I 

was leaving my mom by herself even though I was going to be close by, but it still 

felt like maybe I should just stay home and work and then catch some classes at 

the community college (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

 

Chapter Summary 

 Using the qualitative data gathered through both the semi-structured interviews 

and the focus groups, the participants revealed the multifaceted and difficult 

considerations inherent in the college choice process. Many issues including access, 

internal and external relationships and the benefits and risks associated with pursing 

higher education strongly influenced the final decision each participant made. Chapter 5 

will provide a probing discussion into the research questions, the effect of social identity 

and culture on the college choice process, and the relationship of the results to 
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McDonough‟s College Choice Theory (1997). Further implications and future research 

will also be discussed.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

This chapter will review the purpose of the study, and through discussion of 

culture, and McDonough‟s College Choice Theory, use the theme categories revealed 

through the data analysis process to answer the initial research questions proposed for the 

study. Implications for practice as well as recommendations for future research will be 

suggested.  

The purpose of this study was to examine the effect of social identity and culture 

as well as institutional factors on the college choice process and the resulting decision to 

attend a baccalaureate granting institution upon completion of high school by Latina 

students age 18 – 24. Through the use of qualitative methods, this study investigated and 

answered the following research questions:  

1. How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on higher 

education had on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution?   

2. How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on gender 

roles had on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution? 

3. How do Latina students perceive the effect that institutional factors had on 

their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting institution?  
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Discussion 

McDonough’s College Choice Theory and Major Themes  

McDonough‟s College Choice Theory (1997), based on Hossler and Gallagher‟s 

College Choice Model (1979), served as the theoretical framework for the current study. 

McDonough‟s theory defines three determinants of college choice: cultural capital, 

habitus and bounded rationality which were used to analyze participant responses.  

Cultural Capital  

Data analysis revealed the impact of cultural capital in the thematic category of 

Relationships (Internal and External). McDonough (1997) suggests that cultural capital is 

an intangible property which parents and family members transmit to their children in 

place of fiscal capital as a means of or in addition to achieving status and recognition. 

Cultural capital is less evident in low socio-economic status homes than in more affluent 

homes. While cultural capital certainly is related to attributes, attitudes and concepts of 

worth family members teach each other, arguably there is a strong sense of cultural 

capital in homes that may be of low socio-economic status. This includes families who 

are non-naturalized citizens, and/or members who perform hard labor as a career.  

Every single participant noted strong encouragement to pursue higher education 

from both parents, specifically from their fathers. When questioned about their father‟s 

career, each participant identified a labor intensive job as their father‟s primary source of 

income. Each participant also mentioned that their fathers would make statements about 

going to college and getting an education to ensure that they never had to work as hard 

for their money, or ever had to return to Mexico and make very little money. 

Furthermore, although cultural capital can be hampered by the exhibition of “machismo” 
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and the prescribed gender roles in the Latino culture, it must also be noted that where the 

father supports education, then the student is more likely than not to pursue some form of 

formal education after high school.  This may simply be because of the sense of respect 

and authority given to the Latino father‟s opinion and viewpoint.  

McDonough (1997) also states that while institutions seek cultural capital, 

institutions do not provide it. Recent research suggests that cultural capital can, in fact, be 

provided by a higher education institution through its staff, faculty and even other 

students.  In addition, schools that do not have proactive staff or faculty can often 

diminish rather than encourage cultural capital, especially among minority students 

(Gonazales, et. al., 2003; Ceja, 2000). Additionally, cultural capital also involves the 

individual influence on others, regarding opinions, views, and values.  Gender roles can 

also be considered a product of cultural capital and a method by which cultural capital is 

gained. Therefore, if a Latina student seeks to be like female family members, whether 

their mothers or sisters, and associate with individuals like themselves in their 

“socioscape” (Reay, et al., 2005), they will be more likely to seek institutions enrolling 

Latinas or more women similar to themselves. Thus, these students seek to continue to 

grow their cultural capital in relation to their culture and gender roles.  

Habitus  

The theme category revealed by data analysis which most speaks to the issue of 

habitus is that of Access. According to McDonough (1997), habitus is an internal system 

of perspectives, experiences, beliefs and outlooks which an individual absorbs their 

immediate environment. This immediate environment usually includes parents, siblings 

and close friends and family who define the individual‟s social sphere. For Latina 
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women, this means other Latinos in their immediate environment provide opinions and 

perspectives on involvement activities.  

McDonough (1997) states that supportive habitus is more likely to come from 

families with experience in higher education, particularly families which include parents 

who have attended college and understand and value its benefits. Also, habitus largely 

defines familial roles and even gender roles to some extent, making cultural issues such 

as the responsibility to the family and expectations for young women difficult to 

navigate. McDonough‟s (1997) views on habitus are an accurate representation of the 

results from the data analysis in this particular research, it is interesting to note that the 

cultural issues of gender and familial responsibility were largely discussed as a burden 

the participants placed upon themselves.  This may be because of their own interpretation 

of habitus and the expectations they believed others had for them. Furthermore, for most 

of the participants whose parents or family members did not have higher education 

experience, they felt supported, if not in some cases, more supported of the quest for 

higher education then the families with higher education experience.  

Bounded Rationality  

The theme category revealed by data analysis which most speaks to the issue of 

bounded rationality is that of Benefits and Risks. McDonough (1997) suggests that 

bounded rationality is a type of behavior an individual exhibits that is rational but is 

limited to what an individual understands. As a result, decisions may be influenced by 

what an individual can see and understand as well as its associated worth. McDonough‟s 

(1997) concept of bounded rationality is largely reflected in the results of the data 

analysis from this study, particularly in regard to rationalizing the cost of education as an 
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investment in the future and not an immediate payoff. McDonough (1997) believes that 

while bounded rationality is shaped by immediate understanding; it is also fostered by the 

accessibility of information. This is a factor may hamper individuals from low socio-

economic situations because they may be less able to access information about particular 

institutions. However, McDonough‟s (1997) views on bounded rationality to some extent 

have become antiquated due to advances in technology. More and more students are 

being connected to internet and the virtual world of education then ever before, including 

more disadvantage and low socio-economic students, which means that bounded 

rationality is beginning to expand and may be broader then McDonough (1997) originally 

conceived.  

With greater access to information students are better able to assess the value of 

education in both the short and long term.  Students examine potential threats or obstacles 

to their pursuit of education and examine the opportunity costs of pursuing education. 

Advances in technology students also better enable to expand the knowledge base of their 

family and friends in regard to education, thus improving their personal bounded 

rationality as well as the bounded rationality of  family and friends.  

McDonough’s College Choice Theory and the Latino Culture  

Specifically, this study questions the influence of culture on the college choice 

process. Data analysis process revealed three theme categories from participant 

highlights: access, relationships (internal and external), and benefits and risks (see Figure 

1.2). Data analysis focused on college choice suggests a strong connection between the 

three theme categories revealed by McDonough‟s (1997) three determinants of cultural 

capital, habitus and bounded rationality.  Unfortunately,  this theoretical framework alone  



Texas Tech University, Heather Martinez, December 2010   

125 

 

does not address the issue of culture in regard to the determinants. The participant 

accounts demonstrate that the influence of culture, specifically the Latino culture, greatly 

affected their college choice process. To promote further understanding, discussion the 

research questions in the following order:  

 

1. How do Latina students perceive the effect that institutional factors had on their 

decision to enroll at a four year-baccalaureate granting institution?  

2. How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on higher 

education had on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting institution?  

3. How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on gender roles had 

on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting institution?  

 

How do Latina students perceive the effect that institutional factors had on their decision 

to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting institution?  

 

When questioned about the types of institutional factors which were important to 

them when considering a potential institution, the participants discussed geographic 

location, institutional size, financial assistance available and programs and scheduling 

offered by the institution. The consideration each participant gave to the institutional 

factors of the potential colleges and universities they were considering can be directly 

related to their sense of what McDonough (1997) termed as Habitus.  

Habitus refers to an individual‟s personal and internal collection of opinions, 

beliefs, values and mores related to the broader social environment that are influenced by 
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what an individual is exposed to in his or her immediate environment (Bourdieu, 1977). 

McDonough (1997) further elaborates on habitus by postulating that it is also “a common 

set of subjective perceptions held by all members of the same group or class that shapes 

an individual‟s expectations, attitudes and aspirations” (p. 9). These particular attitudes 

and aspirations are subject to influence by the people who surround the student and make 

up the students immediate environment. As such, students will develop a sense of 

entitlement or a belief about the particular education they deserve based on their family‟s 

habitus.  

Habitus, as it applies to the college choice process is of particular importance 

when a student is the first in their family to attend college. Without individuals within 

their particular environment who attended an institution of higher education or who are 

familiar with higher education and its associated benefits, it may be difficult for a student 

to choose to continue their education. Furthermore, while many families with a high 

socio-economic status may offer a more supportive habitus, those families with lower 

socio-economic status may not be as well equipped to provide their children with the type 

of encouragement, attitude or beliefs which encourage the pursuit of higher education in 

general (McDonough, 2005; Reay, et al., 2005). As a result, “it is not coincidence that 

individuals from the same social class come to relatively similar inspirational schemata” 

(McDonough, 1997, p. 151). This includes decisions as to whether or not to attend a 

particular institution of higher education or not to pursue higher education at all. 

Culturally speaking then, habitus is directly influenced by the norms, expectations and 

practices of an individual‟s environment which is often rich with culture. This was 

evidenced by the participants who reiterated a shared existence in the Latino culture 
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which placed great importance on family and responsibility and even expectations of 

gender roles.  

Participants vocalized the need for their institution to be in close proximity to 

family, especially their parents.  

 

Interviewer: What kinds of things did you consider when you first started 

looking at possible institutions of higher education to attend?  

 

P.J: Wow, um, I guess I thought about a lot of things. Probably like the first thing 

was how far away the school was. I mean I always thought about going to like a 

big university like [Name Deleted] university because those are the ones that you 

always see on tv and they look so exciting but I wasn‟t really ready to be like so 

far away from my mom and dad. I mean, I was use to seeing them every single 

day and then like bam [claps hands] I was going to be gone. I knew my mom 

wouldn‟t like it, like she would take it hard and I didn‟t want to be missing things 

here because I was somewhere else. I love my parents and I am better being closer 

to them I think.  

Flores-Gonzalez (2002) believe this tie to the family structure can be attributed to 

the fact that Latinas are more likely to be kept close to their families and their childhood 

homes. Gonzalez, et. al (2004) supports this assertion by suggesting that the prospect of a 

Latina leaving home to pursue education often results in a struggle of dependence versus 

independence. Compounding this problem is the idea that culturally, it is unacceptable for 

a young, unmarried woman to live alone, outside of her father‟s home and without his 
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protection and that by attending school, not only is the Latina eschewing her father‟s role 

in her life, but also taking on a somewhat more decidedly aggressive, if not masculine 

role, in taking care of herself, which is contrary to the standard Latino view on the roles 

of men and women (Penalosa, 1968; Goldwort, 1983).  

This point of view is reinforced when discussing issues of financial viability and 

assistance. The concept of Latino parents, specifically, Latino fathers discouraging their 

children to borrow money or take out loans is culturally influenced by the concept of 

machismo. The “macho” Latino father is the final word in all things relating to his family 

and it is not for one to challenge his “manliness or machismo and his role as authoritarian 

patriarch” (Penalosa, 1968, p. 680). Furthermore, Penalosa (1968) and Kulis, Marsiglia & 

Hurdle (2003)  found the role of the male Latino is as the provider for the family. He is 

responsible for meeting the financial needs of his home and any suggestion or implication 

that he is not able to do so may be an affront to his masculinity. Furthermore, it is 

unlikely that the Latino male will readily accept assistance or aid as a means of providing 

for his family since it may, in his opinion, undermine the view his family has of him as a 

capable provider. Given the cost of education, it is feasible that the Latina student would 

need some sort of financial aid or assistance which again could undermine the role of the 

male and his ability to provide for her needs. As a result, the male may believe it is better 

for the female to find an alternative to assistance, even if it means not attending school, or 

attending a less expensive school. This concept was evident in several of the participant‟s 

experiences, many who expressed that their fathers or male figures felt it would be better 

for their students to attend the community college rather than a large university because it 

was cheaper and there would be no need to receive assistance or aid.  
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When discussing issues in regard to programming and course scheduling then, 

while gender roles and familial responsibilities also play a role, these roles impact was 

less about the Latina leaving home and being protected, and more about the expectations 

in regard to her responsibilities to her family and the need for quasi-parenting and elderly 

care (Capello, 1994; Kulis, Marsiglia & Hurdle, 2003). Often these Latinas have younger 

siblings at home whom they have helped care for and who will continue to need their care 

even after they have graduated high school.  This is often the result of the father working 

and the mother needing help at home with the children. These Latinas are also often 

charged with the responsibility of helping care for an elderly member of the family, 

including grandparents and even their own parents who may be older or in failing health. 

Continuing to assist the family even after they have left home is a responsibility many of 

the participants embraced as part of their culture.  

P.H.: Of course I have to help, uh, I mean he is my grandpa, and my mom can‟t 

do it by herself because she has other kids in the house to deal with. I mean, like, I 

don‟t mind helping because he is family and that‟s what we do. I know like a lot 

of people, especially white people, stick their old people in nursing homes and 

stuff, but we, uh, us Latinos, we don‟t ever do that. You take care of your 

grandparents and your parents, you just make it work.  

As a result, it is necessary for these young women to find programs and course offerings 

that enable them to continue their responsibilities at home with their families while still 

being able to attend school and study in areas which interest them.  
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 How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on higher education 

had on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting institution?  

When participants responded to questions regarding how their cultural views on 

higher education had on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution, several issues became evident. The main issues included how education was 

valued within their culture, what their family and friend thought about the potential for 

success or failure on the part of the participant, and what opportunity costs were 

considered. Each issue is affected by the cultural views and opinions on what was 

valuable and what was not.  

Views on education and the potential benefits and risks are part of what 

McDonough (1997) termed bounded rationality. The concept of bounded rationality 

refers to behavior, actions, opinions and beliefs that are rational but limited by what an 

individual understands. In relationship to the college choice process, the manner by 

which and individual choose a college is influenced by numerous factors colored by 

understanding such as perceived familial responsibilities and ties, social constraints and a 

students‟ personally developed goals and opinions regarding their pursuit of higher 

education (McDonough, 1997; Simon,1957)  

 March and Simon (1958) discovered that students understand and process their 

choices based largely by examining their immediate surroundings and factoring in their 

personal commitments and experiences with a particular setting. Perrow (1979) suggested 

that the behavior of a student moving through the college choice process will 

undoubtedly be influenced by the access of information received and its subsequent 

contextual application as well as the institutional factors which promote or discourage 
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certain aspects of a student‟s understanding. As a result, the bounded rationality which 

students use to move through the college choice process is often colored by their abilities, 

inabilities and experiences and views on education.  

Several participants communicated that while their families had no difficulty 

seeing the value of “some kind” of education; they had difficulty convincing their 

families of the value of a four-year baccalaureate degree. Generally, participants 

communicated that family and friends felt that going to a community college while 

working would enable the participants to make money while in school and graduate 

faster.  Thus, this option provided even more potential to earn money. Side by side 

comparisons of the community college versus the four-year baccalaureate grating 

institutions often resulted in conversations about time, additional monies, and whether or 

not a four-year degree was worth more than a two-year degree or certificate in the current 

job market and economy. This was particularly true for three of the participants who 

chose nursing as their desired field. Their family and friends could not place a higher 

value on the four-year nursing degree then they could on the two-year nursing certificate, 

especially since there is constant demand for nurses and the cost of the community 

college versus the four-year university is somewhat more.  

 Culturally, this devaluation of the four-year baccalaureate may be a symptom of 

the pervasive “machismo” behavior noted in many Latino families. The father, or head of 

household, may give less value to a four-year education because of the entailing 

monetary requirements as discussed earlier in relationship to institutional factors and 

access, the necessity of his daughter to live outside the home, or even a perceived shun on 

the part of his daughter to her role in relation to the family.  
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Assessing the potential for failure was also a consideration the participants made 

when moving through their college choice process. The concern which the participants 

shared seemed to focus on what would occur if and when they were unsuccessful at 

attending the institution of their choice and how it would affect their families, particularly 

how it would make their parents look to other members of the culture. 

P.I.: …I think my parents were pretty worried about whether or not I could handle 

living away from them and um, going to school and being responsible for myself. 

They were worried that like I would get to a big school and maybe not make it, 

that it would be hard and that I would decide I couldn‟t do it and then they 

thought if that happened I may not want to go to school anymore….So, like my 

parents were already having to hear other people like my aunts and uncles and 

friends say how I shouldn‟t go to a big school because I just wanted to meet boys 

and um party. So in, um, like, I think they felt like if it didn‟t work out for me and 

I had to come home everybody would be like “I told you so” and my dad is 

always saying how I need to respect him and not make him look crazy so he 

didn‟t want that to happen either (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

This particular concern is culturally largely related to the issues of respect and 

authority and the accepted gender roles which were discussed in the previous section. 

Taking any sort of action or engaging in behavior that is disrespectful to either the family 

unit as a whole or individuals of the family, particularly the father, is not a common 

occurrence within the Latino household. Thus, part of the college choice process was 

examining how the potential for failure could ultimately affect the participants and their 

families and gauging how likely the participants were to fail in their endeavor.  
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 The need to examine opportunity costs as part of the assessment of benefits and 

risks is directly related to the value placed on education by the participants and the 

participant‟s families as well as the estimated potential for failure. The opportunity costs 

mentioned by the participants were in fact derived from the conversations regarding the 

value of education and the potential for failure and focused on financial and personal 

losses and gains. In its most general form, an opportunity cost can be defined as the cost 

for surrendering one‟s first choice for the next best choice available. In context to the 

participants and college choice, opportunity costs represented the loss of time with 

family, the loss of time with loved ones, and the loss of a full time job to attend school. 

As established, the value of education is provided by the participant and the participant‟s 

immediate family and friends who are largely of the same culture as the participant. The 

potential for failure is also assigned a worth or value which then provides the platform for 

comparing opportunity costs. Dependent on the value given to education and the potential 

for failure, determining whether or not the benefit or payoff of pursuing education is 

deeply personal and has ties to ones own culture.  

 For the participants, given the Latino culture‟s views on family and gender roles, 

the greatest opportunity costs in the college choice process was the decrease in time 

available to tend to and participate in the family. Disappointing their families and 

abandoning their perceived responsibilities created an internal struggle for many of the 

participants. This struggle is common among Latinas as noted by Gonzalez, et. al. (2004) 

who suggested that these young women battle with the conflict between the desire to be 

independent and the expectation of being dependent and being depended upon.   
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 Leaving behind a loved one, particularly a potential mate is also an opportunity 

cost with cultural undertones. Penalosa (1968) suggests that in the Latino culture a 

woman‟s value or worth is directly proportionate to her marital status and her children; as 

a result, leaving behind someone who could potentially be a husband and father to pursue 

education is an opportunity cost that must be considered. Several of the participants 

grappled with this particular cost as their journey into higher education did not include a 

significant other who had the possibility of becoming a life-long mate. Many of the 

participants noted that they were expected to “marry and have babies” and those leaving 

potential mates behind questioned whether they would ever find anyone else to marry and 

start a family with.  

P.G.: Latinos go to work or get married. That's what we do. That's what other 

Latinos expect us to do. If you're a guy then you go to work and if you're a girl 

thing you get married and have babies. You don't go to college, you don't get a 

degree. When I told my grandparents that I was going to college my grandmother 

said that if I did I was never going to get married or have babies because I was 

leaving my boyfriend behind and he wanted to marry me and have a family…. I 

thought about like what if he is the one for me and then I go and leave him and 

then I am like alone forever? (Participant Interview, 07/10). 

 

 The final opportunity cost of concern to the participants was the loss of a full time 

job. Of the participants, only two had full time jobs upon completing high school, 

however, the remainder of the participants had friends who were working part time 

and/or the potential for a full time job. The participants were forced to consider the cost 
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of walking away from a full time job and the money it promised to attend college where 

full time work was more than likely not a possibility and where their finances would be 

strained. Since the Latino culture values financial independence, however more so in men 

then women, and looks at assistance or aid as a form of charity which undermines the 

male strength and ability to provide, making money as opposed to borrowing money, 

may in some cases be more appealing to members of the culture, especially the parents 

(Buriel & Cardoza, 1988). 

P.D.:  Sure I thought about it, like going to work instead of school. A bunch of 

my friends were going to work and making good money and I thought it would be 

so easy to do that instead of go to school. I could help my parents and my family 

and have my own thing and um, my own money. Yeah I thought about that a lot 

actually.  

 

 How do Latina students perceive the effect that their cultural views on gender roles had 

on their decision to enroll at a four-year baccalaureate granting institution? 

When questioned about what influenced the college choice process, the 

participants were vocal in regard to the role that family and personal relationships played. 

Familial opinions and expectations, friendships and social connections created various 

lenses through which the participants viewed their potential decision and personal 

identity and self-expectation helped define the scope of the process as a whole. 

According to Blair and Cobas (2006), Latinos often build their perceptions regarding 

gender and gender roles, within the family and within society at large, through their own 

experiences and observations of their parents, their brothers and sisters, and their 
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extended family members. In order then to achieve acceptance and recognition as a 

member of their own social group or culture, an individual may exhibit behaviors, 

opinions and decisions similar to other members of their culture.  

The views and opinions of family and friends in regard to gender roles are a form 

of cultural capital which the participant‟s parents and family and friends provided for 

them. Bourdieu (1977) introduced cultural capital as “intellectual property that middle 

and upper class families transmit to their offspring which substitutes for or supplements 

the transmission of economic capital as a means of maintaining class status and privilege 

among generations” (as cited in McDonough, 1997, p. 8). As a norm, middle and upper 

class families put great importance on college education for both men and women. For 

them, a college education is a means of continuing the growth of wealth and affluence for 

their families and is not viewed as more appropriate for one gender over another. As a 

result, cultural capital helps to define status groups, which promote specific concepts and 

traits that assist in the relative monopolization of resources in both the social and 

financial spheres (Weber, 1978).   

Parents pass cultural capital from themselves to their children by placing value 

and importance on the need to pursue a higher education which will ultimately result in 

potential financial gains (McDonough, 1997).  DiMaggio (1982) suggests that cultural 

capital is the bridge between a student‟s family and background and the choice of 

institutions of higher education which a student may consider, resulting in either a better 

quality college being chosen or a lesser quality college being chosen, dependent on the 

amount of cultural capital.  There is also research to suggest that cultural capital may 

possibly play different roles in the mobility strategies of different classes and genders 
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(McDonough, 1997; DiMaggio, 1982).  Cultural capital is shaped by a students‟ existing 

social class and is affected by familial views and understanding about higher education, 

including its purpose and definitive benefits (Lareau, 1987; McDonough, 1997).  

Each of the participants related that their family was in support of some form of 

higher education, and that there was an expectation that upon graduation from high 

school they would continue to be educated. While the type of education was negotiable 

(e.g. vocational training, associate‟s degree, bachelor‟s degree), all of the participants felt 

encouraged and supported in their academic quest. When questioned about the reactions 

of their parents upon learning of their decision to attend college, the majority of the 

participants identified the expectations and opinions of their fathers as the reason why 

they choose to attend a college or university.  

P.I.: It‟s a strange kind of um, relationship between my father and me. His 

opinion really mattered to me because I wanted to make him proud you know? He 

was always telling me how I needed to go to school so that I didn‟t have to be like 

him or my mom, working hard until I was old. He was on top of me all the time 

about my grades and where I was going and what I was doing…when I found out 

I got in, he was the first person I told.  

 

P.D.: I think what my dad thought, or like his opinion or whatever, was a big part 

of my decision. I mean I am a daddy‟s girl so he supports me and encourages me, 

but I knew he wanted me to go to school and get an education and not just have 

babies and get married. I guess I just always want to prove something to him, like 

show him I can do it, that I am um, what he says I am.  
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Respect or deference to the opinion of the participant‟s fathers in regard to their 

choice can be attributed to the Latino culture and its views on patriarchy and authority. 

Latino father are, by tradition, the head of the household. His opinions and views are 

seldom questioned and obedience is an expectation, especially in relation to familial 

decisions and discipline. From a gender standpoint, he, as a male and as the authority 

figure, demands certain respect from the members of his family, especially the females. 

As a result, the father‟s opinion and views on education can be a very powerful influence 

(Torres, et al., 2002).  

Friends and social groups which affected the college choice process were also 

influenced by culture. The participant‟s shared similar feelings about the expectations 

they had for their educational pursuits past high school and how more often than not, 

their expectations differed from their peers. Cultural norms and expectations affected this 

particular area of the participant‟s lives differently than any other because by and large it 

was in this area, more than any other that they felt alienated or separated from their 

culture. The views on gender roles and expectations often perpetuated by the Latino 

culture, largely supporting females in a more family-oriented and less goal driven 

environment, made participants quest for higher education more difficult socially 

(Penalosa, 1968; Torres, et al., 2002). 

The accepted course of action among their Latina peers was to attend the 

community college (if any educational institution) and to remain close to home, if not 

living at home. The consideration participants gave to attending a four-year baccalaureate 

granting institution and moving away from home seemed to create a dissonance within 

their peer relationships. Interestingly, it was this lack of connection between themselves 
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and their social groups which spurred their desire to be successful in their educational 

pursuits, and which unfortunately resulted in the dissolution of many friendships and 

networks among the participants.  

P.E.: No, I don‟t have the same friends, um that I did when I graduated from high 

school. I mean those friends were done even before I graduated because like I was 

going to college and they weren‟t and so they thought I was trying to be better 

then they are or that I was somehow saying that their choices were dumb and 

mine wasn‟t. I guess then it kinda made me feel like I needed to keep ahead with 

my plans so I could show them and they couldn‟t say „oh I told you, you should 

have come to the community college but you thought you were too good‟ 

(Participant Interview 06/10). 

 

 McDonough‟s College Choice Theory (1997) is largely applicable to the college 

choice process of the average student, it lacks appreciation for the role which culture 

plays in the decision making process. McDonough‟s views on cultural capital are 

seemingly challenged by the participants in this study and their revelations of how their 

family regularly promoted college and higher education even in the face of little to no 

higher education experience and a lower socio-economic status. In regard to habitus, 

McDonough gives little acknowledgement to cultural norms and expectations as they 

affect the types of schools which individuals such as the participants will consider, 

specifically in relationship to family and responsibility. McDonough offers no response 

to ever expanding technology, in regard to bounded rationality, and the role of the social 

network in relationship to information on a larger number of institutions. Nor does she 
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address how many participants may have had numerous institutions within their range of 

consideration, but chose to remove several because of cultural expectations. In order to 

adapt McDonough‟s College Choice Theory (1997) for Latinos, greater emphasis must be 

placed on culture and the role in plays in habitus, bounded rationality and specifically in 

cultural capital, as well as social-identity and self worth.  

College Choice, Social Identity and the Latino Culture  

 Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggested that the basic elements of social identity were 

categorization and discrimination, identity and social comparison, and hierarchies and 

change. Self identity is formed by the manner in which an individual associates and 

affiliates to a particular group or even culture. Culturally speaking, self-identity is created 

by the way an individual relates to the expectations and norms for their culture. Specific 

cultural beliefs and practices are considered to be superior to any other beliefs or 

practices and are expected to be upheld by members of the culture.  

 For the Latina student, categorization and discrimination were evident in the 

separation from their existing social group as a result of their decision to pursue higher 

education. For many of the participants, friends, peers, and in some instances even family 

members were unable to see value or worth in the pursuit of education, either to the 

community college or the four year degree. As a result, the participants were alienated 

and ostracized from their existing social because they no longer fit the groups version of 

the norm. This was largely a result of the existing Latino cultural views on familial 

responsibility and gender roles. Specifically, the belief that a woman has a responsibility 

to stay close to home and to her family and assist them while preserving her status as a 

virtuous, unmarried woman.  By attending college and living outside the home, the 
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participants took on a more masculine role which also lessened the need to have their 

fathers or a male support them. This decidedly “un-Latina role” perpetuated 

discrimination from other Latinas whom they once associated with.  

 As a result of this discrimination, elements of identity and social comparison 

among the participants were also affected. Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggest, an 

individual‟s personal self-esteem and self-worth is derived in large part by their 

belonging in a social group. For the participants, having other Latina‟s discriminate 

against them and the educational choices they were making left them largely without any 

social viability and often feeling a diminished sense of self-esteem. Many participants 

were subjected to comments suggesting they were trying to be “white”, which within the 

culture is considered traitorous. This dislike for “white” people or behaviors or actions 

identified as something only “white” people would do may come from the cultural 

expectation of embracing the views of the family, particularly the father or head of 

household. Since many Latino families are led by a male who may exhibit “machismo” 

and promote a traditional Latino lifestyle, anything distinctly un-Latino is viewed with 

disdain (Penalosa, 1968). Ultimately, many participants chose to separate themselves 

from their Latino culture which they felt no longer accepted them.  

Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggest that as a result of categorization and 

discrimination, and identity and social comparison, individuals associated with specific 

groups may experience change in their social strata, particularly when making efforts to 

increase or decrease the positive or negative effects or opinions of their existing social 

group. For the Latina participants this meant moving away from their Latina peers who 

were following a more accepted or traditional path for Latinas and embracing a new 
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social environment that more often than not did not contain other Latinas. The opinions 

and views of their new social groups in some ways began to devalue their previous group 

and left room for the participants to fully disassociate themselves from their former 

group. Ultimately the decision of the participants to pursue higher education created a 

noticeable gap between the social group they once were a part of and the social group 

they currently participated in, and in many cases the movement from one group to 

another resulted in the abandonment of all things cultural.  

For the participants, the college choice process was an unforgiving test of their 

social identity and self worth in relation to their own culture and the standard 

expectations. When asked how they viewed themselves in comparison to other Latinas, 

each participant voiced an opinion of being different, not being the “normal” Latina. 

Many of them suggested that the decision to pursue education alienated them from their 

culture and members of it, and created a crossroad that they had to maneuver through in 

order to succeed. On the one hand they were faced with alienation from their peers and 

cultural groups because of behaviors deemed different from those which Latina women 

were expected to exhibit, and on the other they were faced with acceptance from their 

peers if they chose to reject the a path that in many of their family and friends opinions 

was “too white” or “better than” what they should expect out of life but which they 

identified with.  

P.G.: Yeah I lost my best friend, well uh, my best friend and several of my 

friends, when I decided I wanted to go to school. They couldn‟t understand why I 

wanted to move away….it was like they felt like I was saying that the lives we 

had were over and they thought they were just starting. Once they realized I 



Texas Tech University, Heather Martinez, December 2010   

143 

 

wasn‟t going to change my mind they kept telling me to go to the community 

college and live at home so we could still hang out, but then when I picked a big 

school they were pretty much done with me. It was like they didn‟t know me 

anymore and they made me feel like a traitor sort of (Participant Interview, 

07/10). 

As a whole, the findings of the current study contribute new knowledge to college 

choice by identifying the role which an individual‟s own social identity and cultural 

environment plays in determining the final institution of choice. The study also gives 

voice to the importance of developed gender roles within an individual‟s environment 

and how such roles create certain expectations in relationship to one‟s educational goals.    

Implications for Practice 

 The findings of this study provide a very brief and limited view of the college 

choice experience among Latina students in the Southwest region of the United States. 

While the findings of this research provide several different implications for practice 

which could help improve the college choice process among this particular subset of the 

student population, although the following suggestions are specific to the two institutions 

involved in this research, although they could be applied to other similar institutions.   

1. Cultural understanding and appreciation is a must. 

 Over and over again the findings of this research revealed the importance of 

culture in regard to Latina college choice. The practices, beliefs, values and norms of the 

Latino culture colored every aspect of the participants‟ decision making processes and 

readily influenced their final decision. Institutions must make a greater effort to 

appreciate the role that culture plays in the recruitment of these students if they want to 
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continue to promote diversity on campus. Institutions must also respect how culture 

influences the needs of Latinas on campus and work to address those needs accordingly.  

 The Latino culture is a family oriented one that deeply values familial 

responsibility and respect. As a result, when Latinas are considering institutions of higher 

education, geographical proximity to their family home is high on the list of priorities. 

Also, because many of these students do still have a large responsibility to their families, 

either to siblings, parents or other elderly family members, institutions need to examine 

ways to make scheduling and programming more flexible in order to meet student needs. 

This could be accomplished by offering more evening, weekend, online and even off-site 

courses, especially the undergraduate core courses that act as the building blocks to major 

specific courses. This could also include re-organizing on campus offices such as 

financial aid, student business services, and even student medical services to provide 

more off-hour availability. Having these offices open later at least one day a week, or 

perhaps having campus kiosks with available staff members open during off-business 

hours will assist students who juggle school, work and family responsibility and who 

need frequent assistance from these departments but have difficulty accessing them 

during the standard work day.  

Institutions, especially those in largely Latino areas, also need to focus on creating 

stronger ties with the Latino community. This is important since a large portion of the 

Latina college choice process is built on the opinions and expectations of family 

members and friends. Working to develop stronger town-gown relationships will 

reinforce the presence of the institution in the minds of parents and students and could 

lead to more conversations about the positive aspects of the institution and what it has 
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done for the community. Latinos are a prideful people, and they respect individuals whoa 

are hard-working and family oriented. By marketing the institution as a friend of the 

Latino community through programs and activities helpful to both the community and its 

members, the institution may be able to create a stronger, positive image, which could 

result in more Latinos promoting the institution above other local options (Penalosa, 

1968, Gonzales, et. al, 2004).  

2. Recruitment efforts must be focused  

According to Reay, et. al.(2005), creating the right “socioscape” on campus can 

help promote continued interest and even an increase in student enrollment. One method 

to accomplish this is to use campus diversity organizations to promote recruitment 

methods; especially Latino based organizations such as fraternities, sororities, Latino or 

Hispanic student associations and other organizations. Most of these organizations are 

charged by their governing bodies to complete various community service hours and 

choose certain philanthropies for promotion. Involving these organizations in college 

nights, campus visits and door to door marketing campaigns will create a stronger sense 

of the Latino presence on campus, while also assisting current students in meeting 

organizational goals. This could lead to an increased sense of community with the Latino 

organizations and perpetuate a more positive and diverse image of the campus.  

 The Latino culture is also a male dominated and driven culture, with great respect 

given to the father or head of household. The data in this research revealed that the 

participants fathers played a large role in their decision making process. Institutions need 

to try and focus marketing efforts for Latina student more to the parents than to the 

student since the parent‟s opinion, especially the father‟s, carries so much weight. This 
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can be achieved by creating marketing media addressed to the parents of potential Latina 

students and addressing issues such as campus safety, available “free” financial 

assistance such as Pell grants, and programs and organizations specifically for young 

women on campus. Institutions should also consider creating marketing materials which 

are bi-lingual since many of the Latina students who chose to attend four-year 

baccalaureate granting institutions have one or both parents who speak primarily Spanish. 

One of the participants said it best when, asked about her relationship with her parents, 

she commented: 

P.A: …I also am the family translator, because my parents don‟t speak very good 

English. So, like when I was um, applying to school I had to translate all of the 

information and my mom, and dad too were kind of concerned that I wasn‟t 

telling them everything because there were maybe some things I didn‟t want them 

to know. I wish they could have read it for themselves because I think they would 

have felt more comfortable and felt more like a part of the process.  

Institutions should also look outside the normal recruitment standards when looking for 

Latina students. The participants in this research repeatedly attested to choosing a four-

year baccalaureate granting institution because they wanted to be different from their 

peers, they did not want to go to the community college like everyone else. While 

recruiting students in the top 10% is positive, especially in regard to self-efficacy and 

retention, many of the participants in this research were not overly successful 

academically, but were socially involved. Perhaps instead of focusing so strongly on the 

top 10%, institutions should look at recruiting the different 10%, the Latinas who show 

dedication and follow through by their commitment to a job over the course of their high 
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school years, or  responsibility, organization and dedication through their involvement 

with numerous organizations and activities. 

3.  The four-year baccalaureate degree must be given value.  

 Given the current economy, and the continued growth of more accessible and less 

expensive higher education institutions such as the online university, the standard 

community college, and the community college offering a bachelor‟s degree, the value of 

the four-year baccalaureate degree is often difficult to distinguish, especially among 

students who come from families of limited means or low socio-economic status. 

Institutions will find giving value to their degrees and justifying the amount of time it 

takes to earn a degree imperative if they want to recruit students, especially Latina 

students, since both the cost and opportunity cost of education is often an influential 

factor in the college choice process. Re-valuing the four-year degree can be achieved 

through the recruitment efforts and messages the institutions are sending to the Latino 

community, specifically in fields which the community college offers a comparable 

certificate, such as nursing. When recruiting Latina students, making side by side 

comparisons of the long term value of the four-year degree versus the community college 

certificate could be valuable; especially since one of the concerns raised through this 

research was the anxiety in Latino culture about accepting assistance or aid as a means to 

completing education.  

Discussing what the four-year degree can prevent, such as years of hard labor or 

work for a lower salary over a longer period of years, is also a critical message 

component.  Participants in this study often communicated that their fathers felt strongly 

about the need to pursue an education so they did not have to work hard all their lives, or 
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struggle as their parents had. Providing detailed examples of how a four-year degree can 

circumvent some of that struggle may be positively received by both the students and the 

parents. Finding relatable comparisons is important as well, such as discussing how, 

similar to a home gaining equity and value, despite long debt schedules, so to does a four-

year degree. Finally, addressing value by way of specific programs and degrees offered 

can also be successful. Finding ways to show Latino parents and students that in 

particular areas of study a four-year degree is a requirement, such as teaching, could be 

positive because it allows for a discussion to be had on the relevance of attending a four-

year baccalaureate granting institution first before attending any other institution so that 

the Latina student can become acclimated to the institution and her parents can feel 

comfortable knowing that in two years she will not have to further away in order to 

complete the degree in the field she has chosen.  

 

Future Research 

 The findings of this study reveal the numerous factors related to the Latina 

college choice process. In order to continue to examine this particular area and to 

understand the college choice process of Latino students in general, other areas of 

research must be examined. First, a study similar to this one involving Latino males 

would provide a greater understanding of why Latinas are enrolling in greater numbers 

then their Latino counterparts at institutions of higher education. A study involving males 

would address how their college choice process is different and whether or not the Latino 

culture, as well as social identity and institutional factors influences their decision 

making process in comparison to Latinas.   
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Secondly, conducting a similar study using students from a different cultural 

background would provide greater insight into the true role of culture in the college 

choice process. Such a study could address whether or not differences in cultural 

practices and norms affect the college choice process in different ways for both males and 

females, and what role social identity and institutional factors play in the decisions of 

students from varied cultural backgrounds. With information gleaned from such studies, 

institutions would be better prepared to implement and develop new programs and course 

offerings as well as marketing and recruitment plans.  

 This study gathered information on culture, social identity and institutional 

factors, but did not specifically examine first-generation students, immigrant, or non-

citizen students. In future research gathering such information would be beneficial to 

understanding if the influence of culture, social identity and institutional factors plays as 

strong a role in the college choice process for different generations of Americans. This 

could also be beneficial in crafting government policy and addressing issues of 

immigration from an educational viewpoint.  

Conclusion 

 This study, conducted at two separate higher education institutions gathered 

qualitative information through a series of interviews and focus groups in an effort to 

understand and contextualize the influence of culture, social identity and institutional 

factors on the college choice process among Latina students. The experiences, events, 

recollections and stories shared with the researcher gave voice to a deeply personal 

decision and revealed how so many similarities can exist between students from different 

homes and families.  
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 Participants, through their willingness to allow the researcher access to intimate 

details of their lives, revealed the complexities and intricacies of a culture that at times 

may be misunderstood, but that is also deeply respectful and traditional. The Latino 

culture‟s strong belief in family, authority and responsibility was evident in each of the 

participants and their stories and without a doubt this belief influenced not only the 

participants‟ college choice process but also the ultimate decision on an institution, and 

their continued progress. For Latina students, the quest for academic achievement and a 

college degree is filled with obstacles, struggles, tears, laughter and many small and 

unnoticed victories. The reward, however, for those who are able to persevere and 

achieve their goals simply cannot be put into words.  
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Appendix B 

 

Participant Invitation - Initial E-Mail  

 

Initial Email to Participants via Student Organization Advisors  

 

Dear (Organization Name) Member: 

 This email is to provide you with information about a research study which I am 

conducting. This study is going to address how factors such as social identity and culture, 

as well as the university‟s social environment, location, size and type of financial aid 

offered may have effected the decision you made to attend your current university. 

Although I am interested in decision making process of students in general, for the 

purpose of this study, I will be examining the college choice made by a specific group of 

students.  

 

 If you are, or if you know someone who is: 

  1) enrolled in your university  

2) has never attended a community college (either after high school 

graduation or before enrolling in your current university)   

3) Latino (anyone of Latin American descent including people from 

Central America, South America, and the Spanish speaking Caribbean) 

who currently lives in the United States 

4) female 

5) between the ages of 18 to 24 

 

I would like to encourage you to think about becoming part of this study.  

 

I will be conducting two separate interviews with each participant; each interview 

will last between one to two hours each. I will also be conducting one focus group at your 

university, which will last between one to two hours and will involve the small group of 

individuals who participated in interviews. Participation in this study will not be overly 

time consuming and will be completely confidential. Interviews can be conducted at your 

convenience and the focus group will be conducted at a time that is mutually convenient 

for the majority of the participants.  

 

You may receive a follow up email in the next week encouraging you to 

participate in this study if you have not already chosen to do so. If you have any 

questions or concerns, if you would like to know more about the study, or if you would 

like to participate in the study, please contact me via telephone at 806-470-3100 or via 

email at heather.martinez@ttu.edu.  This study is being supervised by Dr. Colette Taylor, 

Assistant Professor of Higher Education at Texas Tech University. Any questions or 

concerns may also be discussed with her via telephone at 806-742-1997 extension 266 or 

via email at colette.taylor@ttu.edu . 

If you have questions about your rights as a participant please contact the Texas 

Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office 

of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. 
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Best regards, 

 

 

Heather H. Martinez 

Doctoral Student, Higher Education Program 

Texas Tech University  
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Appendix C 

 

Participant Invitation - Follow up Email 

 

Follow up email to Participants via Student Organization Advisors  

 

 

Dear (Organization Name) Member: 

 

 Please allow this email to serve as a follow-up to the email you received from me 

via your advisor last week regarding a current research study I am conducting to examine 

the college choice process among Latina students age 18-24. If you have already 

contacted me about participating in the study, please let me take this opportunity to thank 

you for your involvement.  

 

 I am still actively seeking participants, so if you are or know someone who is:  

 

  1) enrolled in your university  

2) has never attended a community college (either after high school 

graduation or before enrolling in your current university)   

3) Latino (anyone of Latin American descent including people from 

Central America, South America, and the Spanish speaking Caribbean) 

who currently lives in the United States 

4) female 

5) between the ages of 18 to 24 

I would like to encourage you to think about becoming part of this study.  

 

I will be conducting two separate interviews with each participant; each interview 

will last no more than 45 minutes each. I will also be conducting one focus group at your 

university, also no more than 45 minutes, which will involve the small group of 

individuals who participated in interviews. Participation in this study will not be overly 

time consuming and will be completely confidential. Interviews can be conducted at your 

convenience and the focus group will be conducted at a time that is mutually convenient 

for the majority of the participants.  

 

If you have not yet chosen to participate in the study but are still considering the 

possibility and have questions or concerns or would like to learn more about the study, 

please feel free to contact me via telephone at 806-470-3100 or via email at 

heather.martinez@ttu.edu.  This study is being supervised by Dr. Colette Taylor, 

Assistant Professor of Higher Education at Texas Tech University. Any questions or 

concerns can also be discussed with her via telephone at 806-742-1997 extension 266 or 

via email at colette.taylor@ttu.edu.  

 

If you have questions about your rights as a participant please contact the Texas 

Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office 

of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. 
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Best regards, 

 

 

Heather H. Martinez 

Doctoral Student, Higher Education Program 

Texas Tech University  
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Appendix D 

 

Participant Consent Form  

 

 

Title of Research:  Higher Education and the Latina Student: Examining the 

college choice process among Latina students attending 

four-year baccalaureate granting higher education 

institutions.  

 

Principal Investigator:  Dr. Colette Taylor, 

Assistant Professor, Higher Education, Texas Tech 

University   

 

Co-Investigator:   Heather H.  Martinez, Doctoral Student, Texas Tech 

University  

 

Please allow my signature below to serve as my understanding and agreement to the 

following: 

 

Heather Martinez, a doctoral student at Texas Tech University is requesting my 

participation in a research study, whose title is provided above at Texas Tech University, 

Lubbock, Texas. Dr. Colette Taylor, Assistant Professor of Higher Education in the 

College of Education at Texas Tech University is the doctoral advisor in charge of the 

study.  Her phone number is 806-742-1997 extension 266 and her email address is 

colette.taylor@ttu.edu. 

 

The purpose of this research is to examine the effect of social identity and culture as well 

as institutional factors such as social environment, geographic proximity, institutional 

size and financial aid availability on the college choice process of Latina students 

between the ages of 18 and 24 who chose to attend a four year baccalaureate granting 

institution. In agreeing to become a participant, I agree to participate in two interviews, 

the first or initial interview and then a follow up interview as well as one focus group 

with other study participants. Each interview will last between one to two hours and will 

involve questions regarding my culture, my social environment and my decision to attend 

my current educational institution.  

 

Some of the questions may be a little embarrassing to some people but that there is no 

known harm in answering the questions. I will be provided with a copy of the results of 

the study as a thank you for my participation.  

 

No one with the exception of Heather Martinez and Dr. Colette Taylor will review my 

answers or responses. They will be kept in a locked file cabinet at all times. My responses 

will be logged electronically without my name so that no one, except for Heather 

Martinez and Dr. Colette Taylor will know what my responses were. When the results are 

published, my identity and my institution will not be revealed.    

mailto:colette.taylor@ttu.edu
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Participating in the interviews and focus groups is completely by choice. No one can 

force me to participate and I will not be in any kind of trouble if I choose not to 

participate. I can stop participating at any time during the study and will not be in any 

kind of trouble. Even if I stop participating during the study I will still be provided with a 

copy of the study results.  

 

If I have any questions or concerns about the research study or my participation in it, 

before or after I consent to participate, I can contact Heather Martinez via telephone at 

806-470-3100 or by email at heather.martinez@ttu.edu or her advisor, Dr. Colette Taylor, 

via telephone at 806-742-1997 extension 266 or via email at Colette.taylor@ttu.edu.  

 

This research has been approved by the Texas tech University Institutional Review Board 

for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office of Research Services. The approval is valid 

from April 29, 2010 to March 31, 2011. If I have any questions about my rights as a 

participant or any injuries caused by this research I can contact the Office of Research 

Services in person at 203 Holden Hall on the Texas Tech University Campus, via mail at 

Office of Research Services, Box 41035, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 74909-

1035 or I can call 806-742-3884. 

 

My signature below indicates that I have read this form, all of my questions were 

answered and I understand and agree to the terms listed above.  

 

 

 

 

Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Signature of Participant  
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Appendix E 

 

Interview Protocol 

 

Initial Interview 

 

 

TITLE:  Higher Education and the Latina Student: Examining the college choice process 

among Latina students attending four-year baccalaureate granting higher education 

institutions.  

 

DATE: 

 

PLACE: 

 

INTERVIEWER: 

 

INTERVIEWEE: 

 

*A description of the project as well as the procedure for the interview will be 

provided prior to commencing the interview.  

 

QUESTIONS:  

1) Tell me about yourself.  

2) How would you describe your upbringing and family life? 

3) Did either or your parents attend an institution of higher education? 

4) Have any of your siblings ever attended an institution of higher education?  

5) How would you describe your relationship with your parents? 

6) What was your parent‟s reaction when you told them you wanted to go to 

college? 
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7) How did your extended family and friends react to your decision to attend 

college?  

8) What things were important for you to consider when you begin searching for 

an institution of higher education to attend? 

9) How do you believe the Latino culture, in general, views attending college?  
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Appendix F 

 

Interview Protocol  

 

Follow-Up Interview  

 

TITLE:  Higher Education and the Latina Student: Examining the college choice process 

among Latina students attending four-year baccalaureate granting higher education 

institutions.  

 

DATE: 

 

PLACE: 

 

INTERVIEWER: 

 

INTERVIEWEE: 

 

*A description of the project as well as the procedure for the interview will be 

provided prior to commencing the interview.  

 

QUESTIONS:  

 

1) Why did you choose to attend (XL or XS) university instead of the 

community college? 

 

2a) (For participants attending XL university): Why did you choose to attend this  

university rather than a smaller one? 

  

 2b) (For participants attending XS university): Why did you choose to attend this  

university rather than a larger one?  

 

3) Describe to me what kind of personal or social difficulties you might have 

encountered since enrolling at this university.  

 

4) How important was having other Latina‟s on campus to you when you were 

choosing a university?  

5) How would you describe the characteristics that a Latina woman possesses?  

6) What kinds of cultural backgrounds do the people in your social circle come 

from?  

7) How would you describe the differences between men and women within the 

Latino culture?  
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8) Describe to me how you feel your parents make decisions that involve things 

such as the children, the home and the finances.  
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Appendix G 

 

Focus Group Protocol 

 

TITLE:  Higher Education and the Latina Student: Examining the college choice process 

among Latina students attending four-year baccalaureate granting higher education 

institutions.  

 

DATE: 

 

PLACE: 

 

MODERATOR: 

 

PARTICIPANTS IN FOCUS GROUP: 

 

*A description of the project as well as the procedure for the focus group will be 

provided prior to commencing the interview.  

 

 

QUESTIONS: 

 

1) Please introduce yourself to the group; include your name, classification and 

major as well as your home town.  

 

2) How would you describe the role of the female in the Latino culture? 

 

3) How would you describe the role of the male in the Latino culture? 

 

4) How do you feel the Latino culture views the pursuit of higher education?  

 

5) How do you feel you feel your male sibling‟s upbringing was different from your 

own (if at all)?  

 

6) How were you recruited by XL/XS university (if at all)? 

 

7) What did your parents feel was the most important thing when choosing a 

university? 

 

8) How has being involved in a student organization benefited you? 

 

9) Describe one thing you wish that XL/XS university offered that you feel would 

truly benefit you.  
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10) If you had to move through the choice process all over again, do you feel that you 

would still choose to attend XL/XS university? For those of you who would, 

why? For those of you who would not, why not?  
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Appendix H 

 

Sample Coded Transcript  

 

 In the sample transcript below, the participant‟s name is abbreviated as follows: 

P.B. for Participant B. The components of coding are abbreviated as follows:  GEO 

(Geographical Location), FSG (Friends/Social Groups), SI (Self-Identity), OC 

(Opportunity Costs), RSK (Risk) AC (Access), RL (Relationships),  FML (Family),  PF 

(Participant Father),  PM (Participant Mother), PMF (Particpant‟s Parents), INF 

(Information) FRS (Fears), CUL (Culture), FIN (Finances) and EXP (Expectations). 

 

 

Speaker  Transcript      Code(s) 

 

Interviewer  Did you consider colleges and access   

   information before or after you talked 

   to your parents about attending college?  

 

P.B.    I tried to get information first before    INF 

I talked to my parents because I knew   PMF 

that they were going have a lot of  

questions about the colleges that I wanted   INF, AC, FRS 

to go to. So I tried to get online as much   INF, AC 

as I could and I requested information be   AC, INF 

sent to me in the mail and then I would  

check the post office every day to make  RSK 

 sure I got it before my parents so they    

didn't know that I had been looking at   FRS  

some schools that were kind of far away.   GEO 

 

Interviewer  Why did you choose to attend this university 

   instead of a (smaller or larger) one or the  

   community college?  

 

P.B.    Um, hmmmm. For me it was about being  

different I think. Everybody I knew that was  SI, EXP 

 going to school was going to the community   

college. It was almost like we were expected  EXP, FSG, SI 
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to go there after graduation. I didn‟t want to 

 be a hairdresser or a nail tech or a mechanic  FSG, EXP 

or anything and I figured if I was going to go 

 to school I should go somewhere new and  

fresh. Most of the girls I knew had to go to the RL, FSG 

 community college because they had kids and SFG 

 had to work around their kids and stuff, but I  

wanted to do it big you know?    SI, EXP 

 

 

Interviewer  What made you decide to want to go to college  

in the first place?  

 

P.B.  Um, honestly I would have to say my dad.   PF 

My dad has always been really big on me  PF 

 doing more then just what everybody else is  EXP, SI, FSG 

 doing. He would always tell me that as a Latina  CUL 

I was going to have to work twice as hard and  EXP, CUL, SI 

twice as long to uh, prove that I could do what SI 

others could. He always would tell me that he  PF 

didn‟t want to see me making tortillas and   CUL, SI, EXP 

having a bunch of kids. He was hard on me and  PF, EXP, RL  

pushed me a lot. My mom was real supportive PM, EXP,  

 too, but my dad is the one who first started   PF 

talking to me about college and who went with   

me when I took my tours and stuff.    AC, INF  

 

Interviewer Did you ever consider any other institutions  

outside of this area or even outside the state?  

 

P.B.  I did look outside the state actually. There was a  

 really good school in Maryland that I wanted to  INF 

go to because I thought it would be great for me,  SI 

but then I pretty much decided against it because  

it was more expensive then I thought it would be;  FIN 

also, um, because my parents wouldn‟t have been  PMF 

able to deal with it if I had moved that far away EXP, GEO,  

 from them. In the state, I really didn‟t look   RSK 

anywhere else but around here. I had a job right  OC 

out of high school that was pretty good and I  

knew if I moved somewhere else that I would   

have to find a job and be stressed out and I   RSK, FRS 

thought it was better for me to just stick with  SI, EXP  

what I had instead of trying to do more then I  
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could you know?  

 

Speaker Transcript      Code(s) 

 

Interviewer How important was having other Latina‟s 

  on campus to you when you were choosing 

 a university? 

 

P.B.   Uh. Hmmm. Well I guess it would have been 

   important but like I pretty much knew there  

   were not a lot of Latinas in college anyway,  CUL 

   I mean its not like there are all Latino colleges  CUL, INF 

   like there are Black colleges, so I figured that  

   probably there wouldn‟t be a lot of Latinas    

   anywhere that I decided to go, so I guess um  SI  

   it wasn‟t important because it really couldn‟t be  

   important otherwise I never would have found a   

   a place to go if I had been like I just want to go 

   somewhere that there are a bunch of Latinas.   

 

 

Interviewer  What kinds of cultural backgrounds did the  

   people in your social circle when you graduated  

   from high school come from?  

 

P.B.   Um mostly Latina like me. I mean there were like CUL, FML 

   white kids at my school and I hung around them   

   some because we had honors classes together and  

   the Latinos never really took honors classes, but  CUL 

for the most part they were Latina because that‟s 

 who I from like church and my mom and dad‟s  PMF, FML 

friends and athletics and stuff like that. I hung out  REL, FML 

with them more I think because we were the same  SI, REL 

you know? Like our parents were the same way,  PMF 

we had the same problems and we wanted the  

same things for the most part.    EXP  

 

  

 


