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Abstract

R - . P N <

- Research on college choice has relied on two major theoretical per-

‘spectives and an assortment of me&hcdologies. The result is a research

history Which defies simple summary. .This article reviews existing studies
of college choice, identifies variables which seem important, and ranks

- these roughly in terms of their independent effect on college choice. Family

background, student achievement, some college atfributes, and labor-market
conditions have strong effects on college choice, according to the author's

N

‘~qualitative_campafiéons, while school context, some other college attributes,

i T potentially moderate effects and other
factors have little effect. The implicdation for further empirical work is
that chofte models must include the important factors if they are to be
comprehensive and bias~free; the implication for policy is that narrowly
conceived programs may have unexpected (and perhaps irreproducible) effects.

and college effects have moderate &

R

Acknowledgments

I am indepted to Barbara Craig for extensive and thoughtful research
assistance and to the Institute for Research on Educational Finance and
Governance at Stahford for finmancial support.

iid



Student choices determine the'finances, and therefore the health,

¢

of colleges and universities. The first assumption ény,institutional or

agency planner makes, for examplg, has to do with expected.(qr desired)

énrollmeht, and only if this assumptiontproves moderately adequate does

the ensuing plan haVe any validity. The implication of ail this, until

recently, was that projecting enroﬁrtents was véry important and to

this end colleges and universities leamed to describe their "applicant
pool” ;nd government agencies constructed elaborate demographic projection
models. .Over the §hort term both o% these analyseé suggested that higher—
education emrollments would grow steadily. Iq?titutions and governments
planned accordingly. The few analysts who looked beyond the short term
(Cheit 1971 ) observed that long-term prospects were sharply different:
growth would slow, end, and reverse as the babies ,born between the late

nineteen~-forties and the early n‘ﬁien-sixties moved out’ of c‘olle‘ge‘age“ .

and into job and housing markets: cording to lonthermerojecticps,

smaller cohorts would replace thé bab;-béom in the college~going pool.
Loug-termfptojections proved générally valid, and in receﬁt years

éﬁe rate of growth in higher—eéutatioﬁ enrollments has approached ;ero_

(Frances, 1980). This became apparent even to short-term planners at

the éeginning of the niﬁeteen—seyenties. Given the findamental connection

between institutional health and é;rollmént in highér education, the

"new" trend spelled disastef.. Faded with disaster, institutions tqnd t§

fight rather than'succuﬁb, and since colleges and universities are no

exception to this analysts began to ask whether it was possible to modify

enroliment patterns so as to reverse — or at least defer -~ the expected

i
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decline. One way to do this’'is to increase the applicant pool. -Since . .
. . . ° (

it is not possible to-create new teenagers in a short period of time, this

-

requires attrac;ing new clients‘to higher education. Bishop‘and Van Dyk
(1977 have.ccmﬁénted eﬁtensively on this possibility, and their'anal§ses are
not optimistic.,;Anofher‘way to stave off decline, the one #hich moti?&tes thié'
articlgg is to increase the’y§eld from the ;raditional pool,‘by inducing
high«school students to choosé college rather than ancther activity after
‘graduation, | | ~v o |

Boughl§ one-in four individuéls aged 18 to 24 éttend;d college‘in 1978
(Frances, 1980, table -12¢). .For meﬁ, theiprécise figure was 25.1 percéﬁf,

down from a high of 28.9 perc§nthin 1969; for womeﬁ it was 23.7 percent,

.

down from a high of 25.2 percent in 1976 The population of individuals
in this age group totalled 28,980',000 in 1978; by 1996 this figure should . |
| drop to 22,864,000, and beyond 1996 it will rise to a level somewhere between |

these extremes (Frances, 1980, tabie 17). 1If participation rates hold
around their current level, college-enrollments will drop by 1.1 million;

if participation rates rise by two percentage peints, the enrollment lcss
. . . . ) “ ' 4 - s & |
© will behalf this figure. This has led naturally to a policy question:

Wnat can universities or government do to increase participation'rates,ﬂ‘ r

<

‘and thereby offset projected enrbllﬁent.declines?

&

The question has two components, First, what policies‘are available

 or feasible? Raising everyome's income may have demonstrable positive

rd

hS1

effects on college atten&ancg, for example, but doing so 1is extremely -

: exﬁensive, and hélping colleges is'insufficient justification for that
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otherwise commendable expenditure. Second, what varisblés determine

P

students' decisions whether to enter college, and among these which

’

are susceptible te cutside influence?

I have argued elsewhere (1981} that the answers to both of these guestions

T are clear enough for poliey analysis to proceed. Direct tactics available to v
- institutions or agencies range from providing information to building hew

.celleges; indirect ones range from intervening in high schools to Riving

Id

parents tax credits, Cerfa;n of these sre discussed vith same recularity,
;sd I have ouﬁlined'seﬁeral discussion models. Although the list Sf
potential tactics may differ fram mine, it is unlikely that the true list's
dimensicns are substantively different. I have also asserted that the

list of variables which influence student decisions and their relative

v

imnortance ‘are elear, and it i{s this assertidn I exnand here.

)

Historically therg have been tyo dominant modes of inquiry into

student decision making,'oge stemming from a sogiologic ﬁerspgctive and.

the other {rom an econamic pefspective. In recent yeasrs there have been

some studies integrating the two perspectives, but these have broken little

< b

new ground. At the risk of ovér-simplifying the distinction ane.csn say

that sociologists are intereg;ed in educational attainment as it relate% to the

general social-attsiﬁment prccess individuals seek vostsecondary educatién

bt .
both to demonstrate their success and to secure consequent §ymbols of

success such as prestigious otcupations or hikﬁ incomes. The emphasis

is clearly social, though; {t is' education's role in securing the resard d'autrui

that is important, Economists, on the other'hand, are interested in the

selection of education over other postsecondary activities and sveci{fically
QA N : .
in the attributes of postsecondary education which make it more valuable (in

the benefit-cost sense) than other ontions. The student's motivation for making
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‘ a,given choice is interesting only inscf&r as it determines the criteris he or.
. ’ {

x",

- she anplies to options' ettrihutes, ‘it is the effect of those attributes on.

the student s choices that is of interest. - '

an oaches ts*analysxs of studen choice, and thenmoves to ecencmic approaches, -
. &opF sis of stude t{ /ﬁg/m/ P ‘ ,_

- .

factors influenee college choice: family background, neighborhced context, T

Keither sociclogic nor economic inquiry into student choice processes

‘ ccmes in pure form. Moreover, the snecié;e theoretieal undertinnings of

Q

different studies vsry, and this variation leads to differences in the variables

studied’ and\?he methodologies anplied The review begigs’vith sociologic

’{/ \\-—‘““"’\
This reflects; In a general sense, the historical sequence of ‘the resesrch.

The genersl conclusion from the historical review is that seven major

school context, stuéent\achievement (or sbility), collepge attributes,

college effects, and labor-market conditions. Different studies rely on

videly different methodologies metrics,.aﬁd report formats, ﬁeking it

impessible to compare effeets in any strict, quantitative sense. _But it‘is

possible to make  some reugh eamperisens, and from these it is reasonable to

conclude -~ as I do fclloving the historical review — that family bpackground,

.

student achievement, some college attributee, and lebor—market cenditions have
strong effects on college cheicéi th&ﬁ school context, scre dther college
etgributee, and college effecte have mogerete or notentiall;ﬁmoderete effects;
and ‘that other influences are fairly week, I return te this_raeking and. »
&iseuss its imtz}cetiens in the concluding section. |

Sociolozic Models of Student Choiee

Soeiclogists variously study social structure, gocial interaction, or

-~ social attainment. One of the major research themes in social-attainment

reseerch involves the roles of schooling in the status-atiainment process.
The.plural reflects schooling's dual features* it représents status, in the

sense that to dbe educated is to be socialiy successful and it secures or

[
. ~

TN
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: ,. tmsmits status, m the sense that education’ opens paths to cccupational or

*financial prestige Much wvork in this ares focuses on the ralative importance of

background and contextual factors in the educaticnal attainment process Such :

wnrk is useful and important whether one views educational attainment ‘as end or means.

There is, oQviously, ccnsiderable smbiguity in the distincti‘betweén

”background“ and "oontext". To a geneticist, for exampl;,,genotype is background

and every@hing.else is context; to the school~effects reséarcher, the school

- milieu is cdktgxt and eve}ything else’ig background. Even so there i§

'considerable agreement on the broad distinetion between genotyve, nhenotype and

.. household environment on the one hand, and neighborheod or school context on the

.,

bather This agreement has spawvned a weslth of studies seeking to exnlain the

T relatige effects of difrerent background snd context atiributes on educ?ticnal

: sttsinmeﬁt 1?ince an important step in educational attainment is college entrv,

v
this research is relevant to our reviev. For our nurPOSes,,hovever? the distinction

betveed bébkground and context is less important than the importancé of specific

‘ - = . o |
1variables, particularly those susceptible to outside influence. |

\

- If sorial status were measured at birth, sociologic status-attainment theories

L]

argue, family socfﬁl status would be the mafor determinant of event*al social status

|
‘en,-but they

do s¢ predominantly by a variety of indirect means. A child's soci:

The world rks othérvise. Families transmit socisl status to chil

status is

only measured when he or she is an adult. In the mesntime there is\a_eontinuing
* « . - ) |
conflict between transmission forces and mobility forces, the latter\cgusing‘

' children to end ui®being of different social status than their parents.
. . : - /' .




vacademic ability of school experiences; or of other background influences

-
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Mobility forces become stronger than transmission forces as individuals - ' . |
age, so the longer one waits to mesasure sccial status, the more chance

mobility forces have to work. " Thus it is generally true that family

_social status has a larger effect on educationsl ettainment than cn

3 ® o
cccqpational attainment, and a larger effect on the latter than on fin&ncial

ettsﬂnment. If one cen insu;e that educational sttainments wiil’bd'those 2
dictaxed by family background, ‘then one can help preserve 8 differentiated
class structure from generation to generation. If one decounles educational‘
attainments fram family backsround, then class structures should dissolve.
Bowles and Gintis (1976) argue that the American educational system preserves
class structures, others, notably Jencks and his essocietes (1973, 1976) argue .
that this is only partially true end 1n any case that the corollary argument " |
{that equslizing education equalizes society) is questionable.

The resolution of thig thecreticel battle is less important here than “ .
the collection of school—attainment studies it has driven, and it is to thoée ~
I now turn. Here, as throughout this article, the focus in text is on major |

studies only. The bibliegraphy provides a more complete list of the

~ ~ - > § )
research revieved,

~

Background end Ability. 3leu and Duncan (1967) analyzed s 1962 national

¢

 sample of males aged 20~to Sh Thef documented selected asveets of the

- .
process by which family status background effects the son's occupational
[ ]
attainment. Four waves of variables in the life cyclevconstitnted the
, —

" model, beginning with father’s‘education,and occupation, followed by 70n's

educational attainment, son's early occupational status, and finally son's
“ \ 3

- . . ) . . ~
current occupational status. The analysis did not contain any measures of

A
. .

on educationel and oceunationel achievements, a limitation imposed

in eart by the emnloyment of cross~sectional data gathered by the Census Buresau.

4 L4
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The parameters of the model were estimated using path analysis, and

. . , | | B _
indeed the importance of this basic model in relstion to the develomment-

of social research may be this methodology. (See Duncan, 1966, for [
a discuSs?bn of the mefhodological issues in the path analysis of )‘
social mobility). " R .

Sewell and Shah (1967) extended Blau and Duncan's mcdel to
include, for the first time, ability vgriables and a variety of
measures of within-school social-psychological and interpersenal
influences iu_sddition to sociceconomic variaﬁles Sewell and Shah
cqntinued to use Duncap’s path analysis teehniques, but were sble tg

]

. ' 0 . ‘
analyze 8 longitudinal datz set for a national sample of males first

. " B \-
. surveyed in 1955 as Wisconsin high-school scphomores snd'?!'&bwed up+

in 1964,

The Sewell and Hauser model (1976) cowtlnued this extension of the
S

© Blau and Duncgn model. It included various measures’ of socioceconomic

background and academic ability and also measures of the individual's
performance in high §bhool,'§erceptions of the influence of "significant

others”, bcg:t secondary educational plans, and occupational asvirations,

~ Sewell and Hauser began their analysis with a simple medel including -

only socioeconémic b‘bkground'va}iables. Taken together, these accounted

for 15 percent of the total variance in post-high school educational

-attainment.< When academic ability was added to the model the explained

variance increase& to 28 percent; adding the social-psychological
intervening variables increased this figure to 54 percent. What is.

remarkable, Sewell and Hauser claim, is that all these

4
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variables pertainto the secondaryrschool experiences of the men
in thedir sample, which suggeats that the schoei context plays a ; T
crucial role in the-statue-attainment process.7 In a subsidiary analysis

-

of ability and sacial~backgrouad effects, they found that a High~
; status stadent was twice as likely to eéntinue edueatien as a8
low-status student was. Sevell and Hauser's model exvlains
educational and eccupational attainment far better than it explains income,
whieh confirms éhe findings of Blau and Duncan.

One eriticism of theé Wiaconsin data Sewell and Shah used is thst uhe

.- follew—up _may have come too soqn for the respondents to’ have ha%gmif}cant

further educatiofial or occupation&l experiences or to have established
stable'oceupational Status, Alexander.gg,__. (19?5) reblicated and\ﬁaf'

extended the basic Blau and Duncan model using the "Explorations in

K

S h

Equality ef-Opportunify" servey<fa national ,sagple\of~high school
sophomores in 1955 folowed up with'another instrument in 1970. +
Aiexander:g§,§£. (1975) included in theif model measures of academic

aaility angd educational goal orientations (plans after high school).
L . ' } . B X -
The basic, questiOn involved status and abiIity effects upon occupational
/
sorting as they vary with level of educatiqn. They examined these |

[ —

'background/attainment interactions through{parallél analyses of status
| background and ability effects on occupatﬂonal ocutcomes for three 1evels
, ? ‘

of educational attainment' high school gfaduates, college dropéuts and

college éraduateSa They assumed .that s:a%us influences would diminisg

- : : ¥

-,

: ' _
with increasing educational attainment, w&ile ability effects would increase.

2
.
~
) .



The findinss from the stﬁdy were ccnsistent with the earlier

Blau end Duncen renorts. The model explained edueetionsl achievement
"better then occunational achievement end the addition of measures ‘

. of academic ebility, tvo status beckground veriebles, and edueational |

expectatiepsumerkeﬂly increesed the expleined variance in educationel

atteinment. This vork provided strcng ‘support for the inclusicn of

soeial-psychelosical influences in the Wisconsin model. o , p

Trent and Medsker (1968) rccused on the sccial~psvchological f&ctors _—

- femily end peers, cammunity and schoel environment and nersonal traits -
‘that influence cellege~gaing.4 The intent of their qriginel analysis of

‘longitudinel stu&y of high~school graduetes was to understend the .

in&ividual values and ettitudes thet underlie aepiretiens, aecisions, andis

choices, and to aesess the impact of ccllegelexperiences on the ma@gretién

of the individial. |
Prent (1970) reansiyzed'tﬁese data and reviewed cheréﬁerk'to

identify 2 wide array of motivationsl ané personality variables, He

focused on four groups: high~school graduates; graduates who entered

-

college and withdrew before completing four years; those who completed

four years without ceritification; and those who graduated with a

bachelor'’s degree in  four years. He verformed both factor‘and discriminant

| analysis. The major discrimineting factors were importance of colleze, .

| certainty of plans, degree of autonemy, best friend's nlans, participation

/

-t
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e j.n extracurrfbular activities' number of subjetts t:aken,' ‘and sdciae.conomic‘ f v
- stetus. Family background ulcimately\ sepa.rated eollege-—bmmd from other
“situdents. Mot:ivation was the key variable, arising frcm the family but

det;ermined also by the wider envirmment of. peers, schocl and ecmmxity
context. These variables mediated the effect of socioecoz;cmic status
and ab.ilir.y on educational sttainment. Trent's findings were thus in ac~
" eofde.nce 'withl'thc‘seyof._Sewell &t al. He d_i't‘i Qaf find 'schoo.‘: experiences
:o have‘é‘n' effece on the coliege decision,‘ and evee‘sfgue& '.that where perental

*..

encouragement is Iac.king teachers and caunselors camm: compensate for this
. B ‘ f’f'

o ’influence. , : _ . I gie | .g
o Griffin and Alexanéer (1978) attempted to éxplain the disctepancy T

hetwleen.._theoretical studies of schooling and inequality (Bowles end Gintis, | -

1976), vhich arg‘ue' ﬁhat 'SChVOOI‘S reémdﬁce ﬁequalitieé frem generaﬁion to ' . ‘-
: generaticn and empirical studies (Jencks et _g.., 1972, 1979) which fail |
- to' document this same process. Griffin and Alexander included in their

model measu;:es of qualitatiee variations i‘.‘, the educational process.

(curricului;z, college Seleetivity, 'm;gé., cen;eet with teachers) rethe:

than pufely'q‘ﬁantitative indices of exposure to schooling, along with

socioeconomic variables and ability measures. |

Griffin and Alexander assessed the reletionship between s‘;:atﬁs and-
earnings and varie;t_io_ns infducational e,xper}eeces by focusing first ‘on
the mns.eguences'ef, a:z.endi"ng differen_t .s_ecqndary, and postsecondary e

schools and second on the academic experiences and allocative mﬂéxémisms
' ‘ §

within schools and colleges. They examined these two issues _separat\{Qg

using a 1955 EIS longitudinal survey of 35,000 high school seniors followed

[N . . -
. el .
. ¢ .
N ¢ .
. .
L
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. (Jencks ot al. &?72), to explain that’ portion of ‘the inequality of T

N . . ""%ﬁ:.. ’

‘ﬁp in 1970. The major conclusion from t?e former analysis ‘was that :

high echool differences hetween and within- schools, have diffetent

’,"effects on different groups‘of students. They argued that studies should

assess qualitative varietions in schooling before resorting to “luck" <

: attainment not explained by traditional status variables,

Context._ Natalie Rogoff (1962) explored the thesis that community

- context influences the aspiration of youth. Her research design

&

included not only variables measuring. type and size of community but

z’

| othere measuring individual and school differences. She anelyzed

r

35,000 records from the 1955 ETS survey, and -found that small towns and

suburbs are better equipped‘to‘produce college—goers‘than large cities.

‘Her thesis led to fcr:.her research concemios neighborhood effects on
: educational sspirations and attainment. One euch study was Sewell and

_Armer S (1966) reanalysis of the 1957 Wisconsin survey (which did not

cover any large northeastern cities). They ergued that conmmnity context

has an important influence on educational plans, based on a model also
1
including sex, academic "ability, and socioeconomie background. Sewell

‘and Armer found that controlling for sex, ability and SES simultanecusly

. . \ o 0
greatly reduced the relationship between neighborhood status and college

plans They also found community context to have more influence on the

) ospirations ofcgirls, particularly those from high-status neighborhoods

LA
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'ctheﬁ'on these ef boys. A;long and lively deﬁete'arouné these studies

"‘led to the generel sense that community context is not one cf the major

LY

-‘ae,‘determinants of . aspiratiens and cellege plans, rather, it eppears important
‘beeause it refleets a ceusally prior variable, family backgraund.which is
a mejor influence. The apperen: effects of commnnity thus reflect the
clustering of . eertain soeial classes in certain communities eeupled with
the mediating rcle ef seheel and eemmunity environments found by Tﬁéﬁ
éggggg. Anderson, Bowmsn and Tinto (1972) the claSsic study he:e, cited
iMedsker and Trent (1968) as the only prior attempt to trace thie effects |
of\eellege accessibility. Ande:son et el analyzed the data from
.‘Sewell's‘l957 Wisconsin survey and the four—state 1966,SCOPE survey. -

.~ ?hey investigated the effect of cellege availability contrelling fer

soeiceeenomic status and academicrability. 'I’he model ineluded " .

_'b;ckgreund and ability as prior influences on the decision to enter Y - N
lgollege. }“ .i | Since Bewman was aneconcmistgit also included crudefie7

measures of tee new faéters: investment variables.{eest, ability to,

'i,i . ,pay,'edmissions cf&teria) ane}aWaieeese of college optioﬁ;. Even so,
Anderson et al. eeneluded that famiiy Status’end personal ability outweigh
accessibility in college~geing decisions. |

This last group of studies &iffers from its predecessors in one key
respect: 1t implies, contrary to purely soeiologic theory, that the
availability and attributes of colleges interact with aspiration for
college to produce a pattern of college~going decisions. If college loca~

tion has, an effect - as Andersen et al. argue-~- then it is not unreasenable

“ B | .

N




o te e:pect other college attributes, such as offerings or price, to have
-ap effect on indiviéual decisions. 'This argument-leads easily to a

- genaral argument that the attributes of colleges enter students' delihera—

tions along with indivi&ual aapiration for cellege‘ Aspiration is, in

‘this generul argument, thc msjor precursor of educational attainment and -

it evolves much as sociologfsts assert it does. Choice, on the other

. hand,-m&y @epend both on aspiration and on ccllege attributes, and
. . o N . : :

therefore depart commensurstely from sociclogic predictions. The departure

'is_predictable, economists argue: college is, like any other good, evaluated

, i . . .
~ by‘ccnsumers in lisht of product {college) attributes and consumer (student)

preferenc s,‘and threrore college choice shoulé follow microeconomic
princinles. This argumentunderlies s subs tizl number of stu&ies most

of vhich neglect/éiz/but the strongest sociol gical determinants of

'aspiration and focus on,the attributes of goqu»~colleges, that is~-themselves.

Economic Models of College Choice
Thevbgsic‘econémic médel of the decision to attend college, the human-capital qw.

moéel, specifies a rational decision-making process vhereby the votential degree

holdéﬁ célcuistes.the costs and Eenefits incurred by entering the labor fgsce

directly from high school or by =oing on in various college majdrs, and then

selects that path which maximizes the present value of his or her time and

expected lifetime utility. The calculation may go beyond money,

)

ir &tudents’' preferences so dictate; hovever, this is rarely reflected in

economic models., Empirical studies in this t:s&ition~roughly‘?it one of

tvo apprcaches‘-- the income model and thé emvloyment model.



‘investments such as tuition and living expenses; opportunity costs '

- such as foregone earnings§ and. nopmonetary costs such as. anxdiety, cdmpetition,

,supply,fhat motivates students, not an average estimate of lifetime

RIS S M-

1k

»

In the income model collegé~géing decisions are influenced most

heavily by the.rafe of financial return to cash and time investment

' in‘high§ﬁ\eduCaticn. Benefits geﬁerall? depend on thé present value

of the expected rerurn fram training. Occasionally other. benefits'apﬁear:

fonmonetary rewards that occur during the/gf‘:eling period such as sccial

prestige and the joys of student life and nenmonetary_rewards'after

- graduation such as job attributes, social szatus,'and general satisfaction.

-The costs that occur during the investment period are direct mometary L

long Mours of study, and academic risk. - . " | -
In the employment model‘expected iifetime earnings (or ,its ndnpécvmiary | .

analcgues) are less important than employment probabiliries. In this model

5the economy develops and that developnent creates (cr elindnates) places

for workers with certain qualifications, college education (perhaps in
specific disciplines) among'them._ Students consi?:r these trends and

of landing a job with

~.

choose college when doing so maximizes the chance
satisfactory payoffs., Qualifications and job requirements may be measured
explicitly, as Rumberger (1981) suggests. Alternatively, one may view

education ot as providing explicit quaiificatidns but rather as'indicating

~ability to learn from on-the-job training, as Thurow (1971) suggests. In

either case it is the match between labor mafkét and (educated) labor

earnings. o B
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Gary Becker (1961) vas 8 pioneer in human~canital theory. His broad concern

was. with the effects of inVestment in human camital-«fcrmal education, on—the-Job.

4

. traiaing‘,~migration, ana health-—on esrnings . (vrivate ra.t'es of return) and -

 produd ivity (social rates of return). His empirical analysis of the effect of

inv¢5vﬂ‘nt in higher educatian on lifetime earnings employed 19&0 Us Census data

on gxban, white, male college and high~sehool graduates. The. vasic technique

-

Becker uSed to estimame the monetarvy gain of a colleze degree was to compare

. . N

coligke costs to the relative e&rninﬂs of verson with.ccllege decrees and high ‘ -

scboolveﬁucaticns. Becker estimated a return to college of investment of 10 to

12 percentZSfter adjustmeﬁ%s for hisiorical effects. He attempted to.isolate the

_~efrect cf education fram other influences on income by standardizing these efrects.

‘”Nw . N

" He estimated arter adjustment for resources st college entry, that no mnre than

20 percent of the retunn to collegg might be eXplained by the greater ability

®

cof collexe entrants.- o | T

- One of the criticisms leveled'at the human—capital models develoned by Becker

:and others is methodelogical., The resscn such studies £ind education has only

‘-modest effects on earninxs, the argument runs, is that ccnclusicns are always

-~

derived from highlv aggregated dats, obscurinq variables in the populstion that

o

- may influence both schooling and earnings. Reeen& studies hased on this argumcnt

haye focuse&von.the relation between the distribution of ability in the populatidP

and the differential estimated returns for various groups. These studies ask how

the correlation between ability and education might affect theyeconomic returns

~  to education. They focus on augrcpriate neasures of education and ability on

| A
hov rates of return rise and fall with each successive education ievel,,and on

the relative importance of educstion 331@ ability at each level,

19
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These are similar questions to those undg:lying scciologic and psychologic o
models of educational at:ainment.
Griliches .and Mason (1972) based their analysis on a sample of US
: vgterans :;dmeasureslihcluding;income, abilicy (the Armed Forces‘
Qualifying4Tes:vscoré from the military :ecord), e&ﬁéation (years
conmpleted dﬂfiﬁg\and after serviCE), personallbackgrﬁuﬁh'and parental status, !
and’ current cccupation and status. Théy regressed income on educatien,‘
on educaticn and ability, on education and background, and on education,
background and ability, and shawed that schooling is statisticaliy
‘;significant in explaining observed differences in income, whereas ability
is not. Eolding backg:aund and -ability constant an additional yvear of
.schooling would add 4.6 percent to income while a comparable 10 percent ’ .
..improvengnt in the AFQT score would only add 1 percen: to income. -
;I Hause (1972) artempted to disentangle the effects of ability and
schooling'on worker earnings over{a wcrker s lifetime, by examining the

relationship between ability and earnings within schooling levels, His

-

/!
model included much the same variables as Griliches and Mason's -~ measures -

‘ ofAearnings,"education, and abiiity; and backggqg@& variébles including
father's education, religidn, health, and geagrapﬁic location, Hause's
analysis qu based on four sampleg (NBER~Thorndike, Rogers, ProjecF Talent,
and Husen) and his regressions shéwed that ability differentials are
asscciatednwitﬁ'éafnings differentials only for high levels of schooling.
The main criticisms of this model (Weisb;od, 1972) have concerred its

implicit assumption that other determinants of earnings are uncorrelated

..
L]



‘whereby additional educgtiog costs money and increases earning ‘power, and

"The implications are twofold.

17

with ability, education level, and background variables. This, in turm,
suggests that motivation variablesAbe includeé‘in human—capital models.

Olneck (1929) reviewed a.wide range of effect-of-education sfhdies

and reanalyzed several major surveys. ‘Eis conclusions matched the general

findings of the human-cspital theorists: educational returns are ° ~

substantial, but th»et;ﬁr vary with other variables; notably race and the
level of education involved. One smallér group of studies also deserves

mention: ;narrowly drawn, heavily theoretical analyses of the timing of

‘school-leaving decisions. Johnson (1978), for example, specified a model

Al

then uses this model to ask how lomg a student ought to remain in school

'before the increased investment exceeds the increaséd earning power. A

more recent study by Lazear (1980)<is‘similaf. In each case completing

the analysis requiges“é substantial number of detailed assumptioms about

wage and interest rates, and the 5pecifi¢ conclusions depend heavily on

i

these, Thus the conclusions éf the studies (generally, thak the appropriate
time to stop studying and begin working depends on both individual and -

social attributes) are less interesing thén their clear application of

‘the relatively pure economic model.

i

As wé noted above, humanecapital studies do not speak directly to college-going
’ . 7 .
decisions; rather, they suggest that the connections between educational

t

attainment and another.measure of social attainment, earnings, are tenuous at best. -

-~
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Firﬁt to thé ;Xteﬁt.earninzs repreéent social status, theéé'studies

.suggest that additional education does not increase social status much, and “ ~
‘”'-therefore th&t the branch of sociologic thecry which holds that education is

‘the means fcr securing social status (rsther thsn itself renresenting social -

status) is flxwed.* I individuals act rationally, this argument runs, and

: education-as-means sociologic theory is correct, then social bacereund will N

- net explain educational attainment (Sinee social backzround does exnlain
’iftgﬁcationsl attainment, as we outlined earlier, then ei?her another theorv 2

is necessary or, more likelv, esrnings are a poor me;sure cf social status )

Second, since the human-capital studies (and narticularly recent ones - | -

such as Freeman, 107) find that colleme education is‘a\lcw~return

investment (except for sone subpopulations) then individuals probably do nct

cheoose college as & desideratum. Instead, they choose it when it is the best .
'among pooér options or when prices (tuition, rocm and hoard, rcregone earnings) |
’are low. In this case the low return td investment in college is offset by
‘.",' the modestAinvestmgnt required. The best-of-poor possibility sugmests that the
~ influence of labor market conditfons on college choice be studied, * complementing
analysis based on an emnlcyment model of college choice. The uricefreturn

~

arqument sugrests studies of price resvonse, It is to these two grouv of

4 - studies I turn next.

Labor Market.  Dreseh {1975) and Dresch and Waldenberg (1978) asked

—~a

about the éffecfé of labor-market opnortunities on decisions to attend college

(and, ‘prior to ﬁhis, on academic achiévement at high school)., These authors

contended that so long as it costs no more to educate the more able

-

student and the returns ' ‘ . .




K suggesting an income model), the size of the educated market, and changes

- effects of the labor market on collegevattendance decisions. They asked

: ER ’(
whether perceived labor market oﬁportunities and anticipated payoffs to
LY © .

to schooling are]greater for the highly able then the ability distribution

- labor supply. The ccrnllary may be that effective ability itself deteriorates -

“Dresch's educatibnal adaptation model (1975) explained how the educational

CGmpositioﬁ of the adult population responds to changés in technology-

and econémy. Eg.exsmined the labor force between 1926 and 1969, relating
changes in demand for the tecﬁnicall; skilled and change; in the compos tiom
of the lgpdf market. Using highly aggregated data, Dresch éound the
yrimary determinants of édﬁcatidnai attaiﬁments‘tc bg:deﬁographic
?haréctetis:ics; fhe educatéd wage'relative,ﬁo'the'uneducated Qage (this

’

in egoncmic and technological structures. :
‘ s
‘ Dresch and Waldenberg developed an empirical model .to show the

education affect imtellectual aspirations and thereby determine decisions
ic‘atténd college. They relied on-twozsamplef, the National Longitudinal
Study of the high~school class of 1972 and tﬁe Amer{pan College,Teéting
Program Sample“of'high—schoal'juniérs. Ability was m;asﬁred by scores

on reading and math achievement tests. A logis:ic model predicted two
depende;; variables, "intellectual competence” and the decision to attend
college. Results showed that father's educa;ion had a greater influence

&

than mother’'s education on the decision to enter college. Parents'
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dncome is a mere important factor on the college decision - than on the level

of ccmpe:enceyattagned,' as is the number of siblings in the family.
?he,primery‘deéerminsnt of college-going decisions is the anticipatedz
liéetime earnings and'this,variable is more significant fof females B
than'fo;.nmles; "Tuition i{s not a powerful infﬂuenciuin this mndej ‘f

~ but Dresch suggested that this may have reflec:e@ thegemission of .
financial-eid data. :

* Dresch's models do not, in. the final analysis distlnguish among
status-attainment, income and employment explanations of college
attendance de'eisions, since his labor-market measures \_fo_zti’ndividual
students depend heavily on'Bacséroun&-based estimetes of expeéted lifetime
\'p earnings. Nevertheless they clearly suggest that 1abor markefs must be
considered in any comprehensive nndel of student choice.

lggggg. The second :esearch agendum emerging from humsn—capitsl studies
] ~e;;2erns'the effect of price on'student decisiens. The basic argument is
simple. Ceilege provides certain bedefies, f;naneially'medesﬁ ones
" acccrdﬁgg to rate-of-return studies. These besefits may well vary from
’student :e,student }rom college to college, and for speeific combinstions

of student and college, but in principle they can be estimated If a
student considers a set of cclleges whose benefits to him or her are

(or are perceived to be) roughly equivalent, then the most attractive
‘college is the one which charges’least‘for those,benefiss. Similarly, if
several students expect similar benefits from a given cellege; than the
lower thet‘coiiege's price‘:o a given student (it maYQViii across students

after financial aid is considered) the more likely he she will attend.



three propositions summarize the price-response work

28

Subject‘tu certain deviations st extremes, students will generally : ~
choose amoug colleges the one whose ratio of benefit to cost is ;
greatest, and will‘actually eurnll if that ratio is larger than the
‘corresponding-one for non-college options.' | '
Most analyses of college effects suggest that except for a select
group of prestigious colleges, the benefit of cullege attendance
vsries predominantly with the length of attendsnce. The benefits of
the standard four—year college sE;nt are thus equivalent for most.
students and the major element in cast-benefit analysis of college *
options is cost. .If this argument is valid, then student decisiuns to enter -
should chsnge s; the priee of entering college changes, alternatively,
the ptobability that students in a given cohert of prospective college
entrants will ehocse to enter college”EOuld vary with the price they
mus; pay. ‘ / : ,
Jacicson and Weathersby (1975), McPherson (1978, Weiuschrott (197%),
and Cohn and Morgan (1978) have revie;ed 8 vafiet& of priee~response studies, “
aud there {s no reason to repeat their dt?ailed work here. ¥ There has
been further work by me (Jacison 1977}, by Weinscrott (1978) .and by Tierney

L

(1980) since then, which buttresses earlier conclusions. In general,

L}

First, price (tuition and living expense, adjusted for

financial aid) has significant and su‘ostantia.l‘ effects

~ on student decisions, Jacksou and Westhersby (1975) estimated that price

changes df around $100 1872 dollars near the mean were associated with

o : ‘ t
‘ 5 ‘ s
" .
‘



t

&ifferences in e ollment probabilities of rquhlv one wercentape point

- figure which hgs held up relsxively'vell undar subsecuent scrutiny.
) i

(Mb?herson, 1978 Cohn and Mcrgan, 1078). _ . o S Co

5

Second the effects of financial aid are not quite the same as the

effect. of negative price difrerences. Acccrding to my 1077 study, the

RN

aid amard itself has a substantial efféct on student decisicns,«one
which averwhelms the effects of snszgfic smounts cf aid for nen«extreme
'awards. There is considerable evi&ence fram other studies (Leslie-&nd .

) "Fife, 1973) thﬁt this is a valid conc.lusion, s:lthduzh the methodoloﬂqr C .
; 4 , ‘
of these makes their snecific estimates qpesticnable (Westhersby, 1975)

|

Third, althouzh orice affects are not large in an absolute sense,
they are large by ccmparison to other forcgs In the student-—chaice vrocess: .
n\larger, in fact, ‘than virtually all other efrects save those af family

background aeademic performsnce, and college location. Thi& sugxests ‘poth

I v P

that price is an important variahle ané that the ccllection of imvortant g

variables leaves much unexpla}ne&. | | E /ﬁ
Policy. Censider&tions ' : : . /. x

1

Four ‘studies, two of them already mentioned inyolved attempts to inform! //
oo
pclicy decisions. The four policy—directed studies were economic in tcne, i
reflecting the greater manipulability of economic factors, but the models 1

generally weré'eelectic and ca@nféhensive. Hoenack (1071) wvas concgrned avout . = -

the efficient allccation of public subsidies to college students, Kohn et al.




~-aid. ‘Héenack“s e.nﬂ'a.ly&is was ca.s't in too narrovly eceﬁmic'tems‘, and ‘his'
| "conclusiens aurfered as a res\.;lt the other three studies rerlected bot;h
sociologieal a.ud econcmic theories oi‘ coilege choice, a.nd as'a result their

B fconclusions w’ere caat in.a. mara ccmplete—-tnd tharefore more reuistic ‘

| .faileci to recognize the effects cf individual differences md the ‘

Nany ef these va.riahles from a choice model prestmhlv v*ill limit tha.t model B8 o

23
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-

‘ s.nd derensiblwcontext However, none of tlkese mﬂyses pmcqued from
_ a8 complete set of miahles and t!ms,each is open ta ‘specu-la.tion- about

| the effects of omitted variables. The work of Kohn et al., for exmmle,, .

R &

| includes no aii'ect measure of choiéé set (-vhiéh cél}.éges and "J'obs'the
,stuﬂent ccnsi&ered) or f.{nancial aid' simulaticns provi&ed Tictional

“ - data on each.. My study, on the -other hand, used as ‘. &ireet but overly
‘ "P'ni;r'row' meaﬁﬁre@f college choice set the ‘coli’ekes a::f@l&@::;:nﬁ to,
"".?but it did not measure or simulate labor-market onportunities. Dreschv

aand Walden‘nerg s major ana.lyses were 'ba.seé on aggregate dnta, a.nd thus

* !

interactians between these and large !‘crces. ‘ ‘ L "‘,

-+ Since the ' cqmprehensdve studies are insufricient to compare difterent .

variables’ inrluences on college choice,‘« such comparison xi:ust rely on

-qualitative, informal inference from the corpus of work on ‘college chelce.

- ‘_-In revieﬁng existing studies I amassed a list of va.riables wvhich have ’oeen 4

impcrtmt in analyses of college choice.  From this I derive & broadly specit‘ied o

list of v&riables vith recurrent inmortance in mnirieal history. Omit;ting

- spnlicability.
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l observeé student choiees. If the variance of such variables vere for some

-;5 lifetime earnings were to arise, as they arguably have at the 9est—hacculsureate

.level} then thay might suddenly became imncrtant even thounh thy dp not

'ﬂJeconamic perspectives. The Iist proceeds from family~background to labor-market

Ranking these variahles whieh I wauld ideally do on the bssis of

their qnantitative efrects, nresents three problems. First, evi&ence on ,

g suma variables' etfects is scanty, altheugh recent eamprehensive studies’ hsve

”gone far tcwar& eliminating this problem. Second, 7§§£§ariah1es whiehw =~ . o

LY

: ought to huve stroug effects vary Iittle from student to stuﬂent college to

ccllege; or timc tc time, and thns they account for little variance in -

' yeason to 1ncrease (1, for example, strong. differentisl college effeets on -

,explain eurrent choices well. Third. sume variables ‘have strcng erfecta not ,”, s
_because they sct on chaices the.uselves, hut 'beca.use they mediate the effects .

ot other vnrisbles.“ If the connection betveen causal snd medistins variables

(7

f ﬂ&iminishes &pr if the causal varisble 13 adde& to . madel relyina cnry on tne
| "‘mediating misble) the ei'fects of the mediating varisble will diminish

. cummensurately This vrc&lem is most prenounced for context variables, and

ﬁundercuxs a:gumgntsugyat changing ccntexts without changing esrlier variab;es

i

?iiivaffeét"’héice.; ‘ : .

With these prcbiems in mihd I 1ist in Table 1 the tmnortant detenminants

of college choice, basing the list on emnirical results frum the sociologic and

,“vaf!ables, reflecting both the research history and a roush causal orderinz.

- ¢
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TABLE 1 o
_ 1, ‘Fd#ilv'Bnckgrouﬁd. Tynical measures include narents‘ educations and occunations,

harnctaristics, and so on. A strong influence,. partieulaxly“vhen indirect effects-
(throush,mediatins variahies) are ccnsidered.. o a

-_“2 Ng;ghborhood Context, Often measured analogously to ramily backgreund. occuphtional “§: |
. distridbution, median inceme, availability of libraries and the like, and-sc on. Strongly B
v‘cerrelated with eollese choice, but little erfect indppeﬁdent of family backgreund..

3, School Ccntext. o Oceasionally indieate& by schcol char:eteristics such .as .
- student/teachen ratios, per-pupil expenditure, awailability-or electives, and so on, S
but usially indicated by peers' aspirations... A rrequent specification is the percentage
. of the student's friends who plan to xo to college; a similar one is the college~bound ¢
~  percentage of the high-school graduating class. Also hixhly Wfrrelated with collere
.+ cholee, but some effect remains when family background. is eontrolleé. Even so, inde-~
nendant effects of this ‘variable are mederate at best. - , ‘

‘ah; School Achievement or Ability: Ability is important on theoretical grounds, dut
‘pure measures are unavailable; Rrades, class rank, and test scores are typical
‘-specitic;tions,; A strong influenee, even nnee background and context variables

- are‘cuntrolled ' : ‘ | ‘

. | 5, Ccllege Attributes. Four are widely anslyzed

A. ~Availabilitv. Usually how distant the nearest college is scmetimes qualified
o by the student's test scores and the’ parents' incemes. \ streng 1nfluence.,

: ’\ B, “_‘Price.; Cuncentually the student's es‘h:hwbe of college costs' uallv . y
o . specified as tuition plus living expenses and sametimes foregone earnings. e
fA moderaxe influence.‘ Q S C . -
. CL Price adﬁustments. A moderate influence as well, but listed senarately beeause =
. they "appear to have slightly stronger effects than price and bgcause they N
: influence choice later in the Process than price does. ‘ ) \>J”

D. Environment. Theoretically impcrtant either as status definition (social
prestige being the important environmental dimension) or as an object of
eunsunptien. Neverﬁheless, a.wesk influence,

o 6. - College Effé!ts. The most important variable from the human-capital economic
» -‘-Pﬂrspective, but empirically a ‘weak influence because either there is 1ittle varistion
© .. from college to college or student to student or because existing specifications of

' college.effects——virtuslly all are some func;ion of expected income--are inadecuate.
. College effects depend, in part, on lsbdbor et conditions, in the sense that a

- shortage of coliege-education labor will dincresse the demand for such i{ndividuals

. 'and therefore the price paid for them.» This is different fram the labor-market R

"_efrects 1isted next - o | . . -

‘ ? Labor Mn:ket. ‘Evidence here is limited to one study, vhich suzgests strong

: ‘”etfeet:., Two mechanisms ‘are involved: . the pull (o push) of a Job after highl.
_. #chool as an alternative €o college, and the skill and training requirementx ’
~‘of the: labor market vhich college might sat&sfy | L
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- The tirst four or these variables represent aociolagic theery, as do

. .'“staxus~enhancing ecliege attributes and erfects. Callege attribuhag and
‘-.jeffects also represent ecenamic theory, along with the last variable. Thas
‘lane everall‘conclusien fram this revicv-is‘that‘student‘deciaions aboum ’

7ccllege are theereticaliy'eclectic1~and therefore that pclicy oF further

embiricnl'work eannct rely . on a single theoretical perspective. This means

that empirical rese&rch on college. choice entails multivariate analysis of o=

»”

a longitudinal data.» The mngt receént data suitable for this describve 1@72
‘i‘ highasehool gradustes and thus the avaiiability of follow-un data from the

| 1080 "High Sehcol qnd Beyond“ study shculd permit signifiesnt empirical

advances. The overall canclusion also means that narrowly conceived progrsms

~aimed st college choice msy net werk as intenaed gsrticularly if they negiect

f:mediating or countervailing variables.

One ntrikins aspect of tbis reviev is the degree to which relatively old

'empirical studies torecast the list of important variables. gngvnly tvo cases<-

i-financial aid as a price adjustment, and labor—market conditiéﬁs-«is the list

4}‘#

~

- strqngly influenced by recent studies. This is not to suggest there has been no
o relevant recent work; rather, it means recent studies generally have borne out
'earlier results.r it empirical knovledge is plotted sgainst time, the diagram’
: is 8 leveling curve whose slope eurrentxy 18 near zero., Analysis of the "High

_'Scheol and Beyonﬁ" f01109hub«presumably will increase knowledge some, but there

»

'~:ﬁis little reason to expect the steev 1earning curve to reappear. The second
. eénelusion : :rum this reviev—«which gchoes my earlier assertion--is thus that
'although much variation among student decisions remains unexnlained the

’impcntantrfgstures of,the process are clear.

-
?

"
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