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Michael B. Paulsen
JE£ Edward P. St. John

Social Class and College Costs

Examining the Financial Nexus Between
College Choice and Persistence

During the past two decades there have been fun-
damental changes in the ways states and the federal government finance
higher education (McPherson & Schapiro, 1998; Mumper, 1996;
Paulsen, 1998; Paulsen & Smart, 2001; St. John, 1994). The federal gov-
ernment has shifted from using grants as the primary means of promot-
ing postsecondary opportunity to using loans for this purpose. Decreases
in state support for public colleges and universities have led to increases
in tuition charges, which have shifted a larger portion of the burden of
paying for college from the general public to students and their families
(Breneman & Finney, 1997; Mumper, 1996; Paulsen, 1991, 2000). Thus,
the last two decades of the twentieth century can appropriately be char-
acterized as a period of high tuition, high aid, but with an emphasis on
loans rather than grants. How have these changes in the costs of college
influenced the opportunities of students in different income groups to at-
tain a higher education? To address this question we examined the ways
that college costs affect the college-choice and persistence decisions of
students in four different income groups.

The idea that research on college students should focus on social class
represents a departure from mainstream research on college students,
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190 The Journal of Higher Education

which focuses primarily on students of traditional college-going age and
background (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991) and is centered in traditional
values. This study extends an alternative approach to the study of col-
lege students based on the student-choice construct that has evolved over
the past decade (Paulsen & St. John, 1997; St. John, 1994; St. John,
Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996). The new approach presented in this study ex-
plicitly addresses the diverse patterns of student choice in its examina-
tion of the ways in which the effects of financial factors on students’
choices differ across social classes. To provide background for this
study, the following sections present the student-choice perspective that
guides the study, describe the salient features of the financial nexus be-
tween college choice and persistence decisions, and explain why a focus
on social class is an important step in efforts to understand the role of fi-
nances in student choice.

The Research Literature and Conceptual
Framework that Inform the Study

The Student Choice Perspective

Research on college students has been dominated by the research tra-
ditions of developmental and change theories (Pascarella & Terenzini,
1991). These research traditions are primarily centered in the values of
students of traditional college-going age and background and neither
can be easily adapted to the study of the new, contemporary college
aspirants, who are increasingly diverse in terms of age, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic background. It is important to reflect briefly on the limi-
tations of these traditional approaches before presenting student-choice
theory as an alternative.

The limitations of traditional models. One of the dominant traditions
in college student research is student development theory (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991), which started with the study of students of traditional
college-going age and background (e.g., Chickering, 1969; Perry, 1970).
This approach was highly compatible with the characteristics and expe-
riences of traditional students, but is not directly applicable to the col-
lege experiences of many of the new aspirants to college, an increas-
ingly-large proportion of whom are minorities and older students.
Minority students have different backgrounds and experiences before
they attend college, compared to the middle-class students who were
used as a basis for the developmental theories, while older students have
already experienced and passed through many of the developmental se-
quences that are the focus of traditional stage theories of development.

Developmental theory is also limited because it has few direct link-
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ages to matters of public policy. The focus is on how students change
and how experiences during late adolescence and early adulthood influ-
ence personal values, attitudes, and related outcomes. These develop-
mental issues have been a central concern in traditional liberal arts edu-
cation, which values the academic, personal, and moral development of
the individual student. However, these values and perspectives implicitly
assume that students have relatively unimpeded access to and opportuni-
ties for postsecondary advancement, and therefore, provide limited in-
sight into the struggles of poor and working-class students in the face of
the financial barriers associated with college.

The most often used alternative, change theory (Astin, 1993; Feldman
& Newcomb, 1969; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991), also focuses primar-
ily on students of traditional age and background. Early change theories
tended to focus on inputs, process, and outputs, focusing on how college
experiences influenced students (Astin, 1975, 1993). Change research
then began to focus on specific educational choices, such as the decision
to attend college (St. John & Noell, 1989), the choice of college (Jack-
son, 1978), and the intent to persist (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1979,
1980). Most of the research that tested these theories used data on tradi-
tional college-age students from national longitudinal studies and insti-
tutional samples of college freshmen. However, this second wave of re-
search did consider the ways public policy influenced student outcomes.
For example, Jackson (1978) and others (Manski & Wise, 1983; St.
John, 1991; St. John & Noell, 1989) examined the influence of federal
student aid on expanding access and choice; and Cabrera, St. John, and
their colleagues considered the effects of student aid on persistence
(Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1992; Cabrera, Stampen, & Hansen,
1990; St. John, 1989; St. John, Kirshstein, & Noell, 1991). And once the
National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey became available, new stud-
ies focused on students of nontraditional age and from diverse back-
grounds (e.g., Kaltenbaugh, St. John, & Starkey, 1999; St. John &
Starkey, 1995b). Nevertheless, the logic of these models adapted con-
cepts that evolved from studies of traditional-age middle-class students
without fully considering the diverse patterns of choice related to the di-
versity of experiences across different groups of students.

The student-choice construct. Recently, a student-choice construct
has been developed that can potentially guide a new wave of research
that examines the experiences of diverse groups of students on their own
terms. First, St. John (1994) proposed that a sequence of student
choices, leading to various stages of attainment, could be used as a basis
for advancing theory and reformulating policy. Next, St. John, Paulsen
and colleagues (Paulsen & St. John, 1997; St. John et al., 1996) re-
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viewed the literature on college choice and persistence and proposed and
empirically tested the choice-persistence nexus as a new way of looking
at the effects of financial policies across different types of choices in the
sequence. St. John and Hossler (1998) then used the student-choice con-
struct to assess how different types of court-ordered desegregation reme-
dies might promote more diversity in enrollment at various types of in-
stitutions. This approach was also influenced by prior work of Walter
Allen and colleagues (Allen, Epps, & Haniff, 1991), which focused on a
range of educational choices by African American students and offered a
lucid contrast to research on students from traditional college-going
backgrounds. There are several basic assumptions that underlie this stu-
dent-choice construct or approach.

There is a sequence in educational choices with explicit policy link-
ages. The choice sequence includes formation of aspirations, the deci-
sion to attend (opportunity), choice of college, choice and change of
major, persistence to graduation, and graduate education. These choices
are influenced by family background, environmental and educational ex-
periences, and policy-related factors, including postsecondary informa-
tion, student aid, tuition costs, and debt forgiveness.

There are diverse patterns of student choice, and therefore diverse
groups merit study. Policy research on college students should consider
diverse groups on their own terms. Patterns of student choice behavior
are likely to differ according to the characteristics of diverse groups of
students, such as those with different financial means, diverse ethnic
groups, women compared to men, and students of traditional and nontra-
ditional age. Studies that emphasize group comparisons provide a basis
for refining theory.

Students make educational choices in “situated” contexts. Most theo-
ries of student outcomes assume geographic, social, and economic mo-
bility and opportunity, as do most of the economic and social theories on
which they are based. However, most of today’s potential students have
limited mobility, choice, and financial means. Furthermore, the cultures
and values or habiti that constitute students’ early school and family en-
vironments have a substantial influence on the ways they frame and
make educational choices.

These principles provide a logical basis for conceptualizing new ap-
proaches to research on college students that can contribute to an under-
standing of diversity and how public policy can better acknowledge,
value, and promote diversity in higher education. The overarching as-
sumption behind this approach is that it is important to examine how
students make situated decisions based on their own, suited circum-
stances. This study takes a step forward in this process by using the
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choice-persistence nexus as a model to examine and compare students
from different socioeconomic backgrounds in terms of their perceptions
and experiences of financial factors, as well as the impact of finances, on
their enrollment behavior.

The Financial Nexus Model

The financial nexus model has established new linkages between the
two primary aspects of student enrollment behavior—college choice and
persistence—that have been traditionally viewed as two distinct sets of
behavior in theory and research (e.g., Astin, 1975; Bean, 1980; Cabrera
etal., 1992, 1993; Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991; Paulsen, 1990; Tinto, 1993). The nexus model is
uniquely suited for advancing our understanding of diverse patterns of
educational choice, how such patterns may be related to differences in
social class, and the ways public policy (e.g., financial policy) can pro-
mote and support diversity in higher education. To describe the model,
we consider below how it relates to the principles of the student-choice
construct outlined above.

First, the nexus model was developed as a means of looking across the
sequence of student choices, focusing on how factors that affected ear-
lier choices (i.e., the choice of college) could also influence subsequent
choices (i.e., the persistence decision). The initial applications of the
concept focused on the financial nexus between college choice and per-
sistence decisions. In particular, initial studies examined the effects of
students’ financial reasons for choosing a college to attend and the actual
dollar amounts of costs and aid, on their decisions to persist in their at-
tendance (Paulsen & St. John, 1997; St. John et al., 1996). A meaningful
examination of the financial nexus between college choice and persis-
tence requires the consideration of how two sets of “parallel factors” in-
fluence persistence: (1) students’ perceptions of financial factors, such
as the availability of low tuition or high aid, that students view as very
important at the time of their initial college choice decisions (finance-
related college-choice variables); and (2) measures of the dollar amounts
of financial variables (e.g., tuition, aid, living costs) that students actu-
ally experience at the time of a subsequent persistence decision.

Financial nexus theory argues that if students perceive low tuition or
low living costs to be very important in their choice of college, such
cost-consciousness may also have a direct impact on their subsequent
persistence decisions. Similarly, in ways consistent with prior research,
the actual dollar amounts of costs and aid a student experiences at the
time of a persistence decision may have a direct effect on persistence. It
is also possible that students’ initial concerns about costs and aid at the
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time of their college choice may subsequently interrelate with their ex-
periences of the actual amounts of costs and aid in the determination of
their persistence decisions. Initially, students are assumed to compare
the costs and benefits of attendance based on their prematriculation per-
ceptions or expectations about financial factors; a favorable judgment
results in enrollment, which establishes an “implicit contract” between
the student and the college. Subsequently, students compare their actual
experiences of costs and benefits with their earlier perceptions and ex-
pectations about them. In the face of a favorable comparison, the student
would view the implicit contract as inviolate, and a decision to re-enroll
would result. Each of these arguments posed by the nexus model has
been supported in initial empirical analyses (Paulsen & St. John, 1997;
St. John et al., 1996), thereby supporting the view that students engage
in a series or sequence of related choices, and at each stage their deci-
sions are affected by financial factors.

Second, the nexus model can be used to examine cross-group compar-
isons, provided that the database has sufficient diversity. In the second
study using the financial nexus, Paulsen and St. John (1997) compared
persistence decisions by students in public and private colleges. Stu-
dents attending private colleges were much more likely than those at
public colleges to consider high aid an important factor in their college
choices, were less sensitive to tuition and living costs, and were more
substantially and positively influenced by grant aid. In contrast, students
in public colleges more frequently considered low tuition important,
were more responsive to tuition and living costs, considered location
(close to home and could work) to be important, and were more nega-
tively impacted by the inadequacy of student grants. Based on these
findings, it seems appropriate to make further group comparisons.

Finally, the nexus model also provides insight into the situated and
contextual nature of college choice. One of the most important findings
of the first study of the financial nexus (St. John et al., 1996) was that
students have dramatically different choice contexts, which have a per-
vasive influence on multiple stages of the sequences of student choices.
Some students chose their colleges because of the availability of high
aid or low tuition, as we would expect from prior research on traditional-
age college students (e.g., Jackson, 1978; Manski & Wise, 1983). Others
chose their colleges so they could economize on their living costs (e.g.,
by living at home) or so they could continue to work while attending
college, patterns that would seem more compatible with non-traditional
students who often have more constrained choices because of their lim-
ited financial resources or experiences. Findings from the second study
of the financial nexus (Paulsen & St. John, 1997) illuminated the role of
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students’ circumstances in framing and constraining their educational
choices. Choosing a college because it was close to home was consis-
tently interrelated with living costs, whereas choosing a college because
of low tuition or high aid was interrelated with students’ responsiveness
to costs and subsidies. Furthermore, these different patterns accentuated
differences in the circumstances that constrained choices for students in
public colleges compared to students in private college. Therefore, it is
appropriate to use the financial nexus model to make additional group
comparisons that will advance our understanding of the situated and
contextual nature of student choice.

A Focus on Social Class and the Role of Finances

Although higher education research has given only limited considera-
tion to the role of social class, it has long been evident that class plays an
important role in education and attainment and should be considered
when critically examining educational policy. A substantial volume of
research has theoretically and empirically indicated that educational in-
stitutions and policies play a role in the class-based reproduction of so-
cial and economic stratification in American society (Bowles & Gintis,
1976; Carnoy & Levin, 1985; Jencks & Peterson, 1991; Morrow & Tor-
res, 1998). The observation that social class structures educational op-
portunities has been documented for secondary education and voca-
tional education (Grubb & Lazerson, 1981; Trow, 1977), for community
and technical college education (Clark, 1960; Karabel, 1977), and for
postsecondary education at other types of private and public colleges
and universities (Hearn, 1984, 1990; McDonough, 1997, 1998). How-
ever, Carnoy and Levin (1985) conclude that the American system of
“education both reproduces the unequal hierarchical relations of the nu-
clear family and capitalist workplace and also presents opportunities for
social mobility and the extension of democratic rights” (p. 76). The pre-
sent study, among other things, offers an investigation of the validity of
this assertion.

Recent application of social reproduction theory to investigations of
college students’ enrollment decisions (DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; Free-
man, 1997; Karen, 1988; McDonough, 1997, 1998) have been based on
applications of Bourdieu’s concepts of “cultural capital” and “habitus”
(Bourdieu, 1977a, 1977b; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Cultural capital
represents forms of symbolic wealth that are transmitted from upper-
and middle-class parents to their children to sustain class status from
one generation to the next (McDonough, 1997). Examples include fa-
miliarity with and access to the linguistic structures, school-related in-
formation, social networks, and educational credentials of dominant
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groups (Bourdieu, 1977b; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Lamont &
Lareau, 1988; McDonough, 1997, 1998; Swartz, 1997). Habitus is an
enduring, internal system of values, attitudes, beliefs, and actions, which
is derived from the student’s immediate family, community, and school
environments and is common to members of one’s social class. A stu-
dent’s social class and her related cultural capital and habitus consis-
tently frame, constrain, and structure students’ patterns of college choice
(Bourdieu, 1977b; McDonough, 1997, 1998).

The habitus construct can be related to the student-choice construct
and the financial nexus model used in this study. A student’s habitus pro-
vides a powerful filter that implicitly determines what a student “sees,”
how the student interprets and values what she sees, and what action she
will take as a result. When it comes to the financial nexus between col-
lege choice and persistence decisions, one’s habitus would operate im-
plicitly to frame, constrain, and inform the patterns of students’ re-
sponses to financial factors in such choices in ways that are consistent
with the views of others in the student’s social class. In other words,
each student’s habitus serves to “situate” or “contextualize” their
choices, and it represents a set of relatively stable predispositions with
respect to what the student will see and value regarding the financial
aspects of choice and persistence decisions (Berger, 2000; Paulsen & St.
John, 1997).

There are also reasons to expect that an understanding of social class
is critical to understanding the role of finances in students’ choice and
persistence decisions. It has been well documented that the recent
changes in federal student aid policy have been especially problematic
for low-income students compared to more affluent students (St. John &
Starkey, 1995a), and more troublesome for African Americans than
whites (Kaltenbaugh et al., 1999). In addition, a student’s social class,
cultural capital, and habitus influence how cost-conscious students are
and even how students conceive of financial issues as part of the college-
going decision (McDonough, 1997). And research has shown that lower-
income students are more sensitive to college costs in their decision
making than upper-income students; African American students are
more sensitive to college costs than white students; community college
students—which include a disproportionate share of low-income and
minority students—are more sensitive to college costs than students at-
tending other types of institutions (Heller, 1997; Leslie & Brinkman,
1988). Therefore, there is good reason to use the nexus model to exam-
ine the role of finances in student choice, with a particular focus on
building an understanding of class differences in students’ experiences
with financial factors in their enrollment decision making.
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The student-choice construct and financial nexus model used in this
study also embrace some of the perspectives of critical theory (Apple,
1982; Foster, 1986; Tierney, 1992). For example, the present study ex-
amines the ways in which the effects of financial factors on students’
choices differ across social classes. Therefore, this study explicitly ex-
amines the implicit assumption made in most previous research on col-
lege students in general, and in research on student choice in particular,
that all students make their choices under similar circumstances, in sim-
ilar situations and contexts, and based on similar habiti. Alternatively,
the presence of substantial class-related patterns of choice behavior in
response to financial policies would indicate that social class, at least to
some extent, serves to structure postsecondary opportunities and repro-
duce class-related patterns of educational attainment (Bourdieu &
Passeron, 1990; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Carnoy & Levin, 1985; Hearn,
1990; Karen, 1988; McDonough, 1997, 1998).

Methodology

This study used a refined version of the financial nexus model to ex-
amine persistence by undergraduates in four distinct income groups. The
financial nexus model examines the effects of student background, per-
ceptions or expectations about costs (financial reasons for choosing a
college), college experience (including measures of student achievement
in college), current aspirations, and finances (market-based, monetary
measures of prices and subsidies) on persistence. The key feature of the
nexus approach is that it examines the influence on persistence of both
cost-related factors that students considered important in their choice of
college and the prices and subsidies students encountered at the time of
subsequent persistence decisions. The variables used in the refined
model are presented in Table 1.!

First, we included fifteen variables related to student background.
Most of these variables were coded and included as design sets of di-
chotomous variables for ethnicity (African Americans, Latinos, and
Asians are compared to others),> mother’s education (students whose
mothers completed less than high school, college degrees, master’s de-
grees, and advanced degrees were compared to students whose mothers
had a high-school education), and high-school experience (students with
GEDs and without high-school diplomas were compared to students
with high-school diplomas).? Several more dichotomous variables were
included: males were compared to females; married students were
compared to unmarried students; working students were compared to
students who did not work; and financially independent students were
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TABLE 1
Variable Coding

Variable Coding

STUDENT BACKGROUND

Ethnicity

African American 1,0

Latino 1,0

Asian 1,0

Other Comparison group
Gender

Male 1,0
Mother’s Education

Less than high school 1,0

High school Comparison group
Some college 1,0
College 1,0
Master’s 1,0
Advanced 1,0

Age

Years old year of age
Marital Status

Married 1,0

High school

GED 1,0

No high-school diploma 1,0
High-school diploma Comparison group
Employment

Working 1,0
Dependency Status

Independent 1,0
CoLLEGE CHOICE (Perceptions/Expectations of Costs)

Fixed Costs

Financial aid 1,0

Low tuition cost 1,0
Tuition & financial aid 1,0

Controllable Costs
Low living cost 1,0
Could work 1,0
Living cost & work 1,0

CoOLLEGE EXPERIENCE

Private 1
Four-year 1
On campus 1
Full-time 1
Year in College

Freshman Comparison group
Sophomore 1,0
Junior 1,0
Senior 1,0
Grades

Below C 1,0
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Variable Coding

Mostly C 1,0

B Average Comparison group
Mostly A 1,0

Not reported 1,0

ASPIRATIONS

Vocational 1,0

Some college 1,0

College Comparison group
Master’s 1,0

Advanced 1,0

FINANCIAL

Fixed Costs

Grant $ $/1,000

Loan $ $/1,000

Work $ $/1,000

Tuition $ $/1,000
Controllable Costs

Food/housing $ $/1,000

compared to dependent students. Finally, age was treated as a continu-
ous variable.

Many of these background variables may be related to social class dif-
ferentiations. For example, in social attainment theory, income and par-
ents’ education are sometimes combined to create general hierarchical
measures of social class (Alexander & Eckland, 1975; Blau & Duncan,
1967). However, a substantial volume of research has demonstrated that
students’ degree of concern about and responsiveness to college costs in
their enrollment decisions are consistently and inversely related to the
incomes of students and their families (Heller, 1997; Leslie &
Brinkman, 1988; Paulsen, 1998; St. John & Starkey, 1995a). Because
the purpose of this study is to analyze the relations between social class
and students’ sensitivity to college costs, we chose to examine the influ-
ence of various levels of mothers’ education and other background vari-
ables on persistence within four distinct income categories. Descriptive
statistics presented in a later section illustrate salient differences across
the four income groups that correspond with the social class distinctions
that are widely discussed in the literature.

Mother’s education was used in the nexus model for a couple of rea-
sons. First, previous research indicates that mother’s education predicts
persistence better than father’s education or parents’ education (St. John,
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Kirshstein, & Noell, 1991). Second, mother’s education is a more appro-
priate predictor because many students are from single parent homes,
which means that a larger percentage of students are likely to be influ-
enced by their mothers on a day-to-day basis. In this study, we examine
the influence of mother’s education, along with other background vari-
ables, on persistence by students in different income groups. We esti-
mated the parameters of the financial nexus model separately for each of
four income groups. The four groups were consistent with those used in
previous research using NPSAS87 data (e.g., St. John & Starkey,
1995a): low-income students had income less than or equal to $11,000;
lower-middle income students had income above $11,000 but less than
$30,000; upper-middle-income students had income of at least $30,000
but less than $60,000; and upper-income students had income equal to
or greater than $60,000.

Second, we used two design sets of dichotomous variables as mea-
sures of the perceptions and expectations about college costs held by
students when they chose their colleges. The first set of variables pro-
vides an indication of the ways students viewed fixed costs related to
choosing their colleges: students who considered financial aid, low tu-
ition, or both low tuition and student aid as very important in their col-
lege choice were compared to students who did not think any of these
fixed cost variables were very important. These variables serve as indi-
cators of students’ expectations or perceptions about the costs of attend-
ing. Examining the influence of these college-choice-related variables
within the four income groups provides insight into social class differ-
ences in the perceptions and expectations of educational costs. In addi-
tion, we coded a design set of dichotomous variables related to control-
lable costs, the financial factors that enable students to keep their own
costs down and/or earn more money while in college. This set of vari-
ables compared students who rated low living costs, being able to work,
or both living costs and could work as very important in their college
choices. Examining these college-choice-related variables across in-
come groups provides visibility into social-class-related perceptions of
ability to manage the affordability of college. In combination, these two
sets of variables provide substantial insight into the perceptions and ex-
pectations held by different students about their ability to pay for their
education when choosing which college to attend.

Third, ten variables related to the college experience were examined.
These included three dichotomous variables: students attending four-
year colleges were compared to students in two-year colleges, and full-
time students were compared to students attending less than full time.*
We used a design set of binary variables for year in college: sophomores,
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juniors, and seniors were compared to freshmen. Another set was used
for college grades: students with below-C grades, C averages, mostly
A’s, and no reported grades were compared to students with B averages.’

Fourth, current aspirations were coded as a design set of dichotomies.
Students who aspired to complete a vocational qualification, some col-
lege, master’s degree, or advanced degrees were compared to students
who aspired to complete their college degrees. In combination, the sets
of variables related to student background, perceptions and expectations
about college costs, college experiences and current aspirations consti-
tute the base model for which the parameters were estimated in step one
of the analysis for each income group.

Finally, five finance variables were treated as actual amounts.® Grants,
loans, work study, and tuition charges were added in a separate step
(step two), to examine how these fixed costs—set by the institution—in-
fluenced persistence. Then living costs for food and housing—that is,
costs over which many students, whether they live on campus or off
campus, exercise some degree of control—were entered in the third
step.” By adding these two types of finance variables, we built a more
complete portrayal of the ways finances—that is, actual dollar amounts
of tuition, aid, and living costs—interrelate with students’ earlier per-
ceptions and expectations about college costs when choosing to attend
their respective colleges, as well as with other background and experi-
ence variables, for students in different income groups.

Data and Statistical Methods

Consistent with prior analyses using the financial nexus model, this
study uses the National Postsecondary Study Aid Survey of 1987
(NPSAS87).% The 1987 National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey
(NSASS87), the database used for previous nexus studies (Paulsen & St.
John, 1997; St. John et al., 1996), is an especially appropriate database
to use for this study, given our intent of examining class differences in
how students experience financial factors in their college-choice and
persistence decisions. In a study of this type, it is important to have a
sample that represents all postsecondary students, as well as to have a
database of sufficient size to be able to break it down by diverse sub-
groups. First, NPSAS87 was the first national sample of students al-
ready in college. Prior national databases used samples of high-school
seniors, then followed the sampled cohort through their college years. It
was not possible to examine college persistence by older students and
high-school dropouts using these other databases. Second, NPSAS87 in-
cluded a fall sample and a follow-up spring survey. This was an appro-
priate sampling approach for assessing within-year persistence, the per-
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sistence outcome that is more directly related to college affordability
and price response.® Subsequent NPSAS databases have had a revolving
sample ensuring that students who enrolled in the spring but not the fall
had an equal chance of being sampled. This sampling approach unfortu-
nately confounds the fall-to-spring and spring-to-fall persistence deci-
sions—which are conceptually distinct decisions, as noted in a footnote
previously—and also reduced the size of the sample, which could limit
group comparisons for income groups or ethnic groups. Thus, NPSAS87
represents the best available database for group comparisons of the type
undertaken here.

Logistic regression was used in these analyses because it is an appro-
priate statistical method for the study of variables that influence qualita-
tive, dichotomous outcomes, such as persistence (Cabrera, 1994;
Menard, 1995). Further, we used a sequential logistic analysis, which
provides visibility into the ways different sets of variables interrelate to
influence persistence. We analyze three logistic persistence models for
each income group. In step one, we estimate the parameters of the basic
model that examines the effects of variables related to student back-
ground, perceptions and expectations of college costs, college experi-
ences, and current aspirations. In the second step, we add the “fixed”
cost variables (tuition and aid). In the final step we add living costs for
food and housing, a “controllable” cost for both on-campus and off-
campus students.!? When the significance of a variable changes between
step one and steps two and three—that is, after the college cost measures
are added to the base model—the interrelations among variables in-
cluded in the various steps provide plausible explanations for changes in
significance (Kmenta, 1986). Therefore, examining these interrelations
becomes an important and useful feature of the subsequent sections in
which the results of these analyses are presented.

Our analyses present delta-p statistics for the variables included in
each model. We used a method for calculating delta-p’s proposed by Pe-
tersen (1984) and recommended by Cabrera (1994). The delta-p pro-
vides a measure of the change in probability of persistence attributable
to a unit change in an independent variable. The delta-p provides a more
easily interpreted measure of influence than do the beta coefficients or
odds ratios.

In addition, we present a set of indicators of the quality of the model.
This includes several measures related to the model’s goodness-of-fit: a
Somer’s D, the R; ? statistic, which is a pseudo-R? recommended for use
in logistic regression by Hosmer and Lemeshow (1989) and Menard
(1995),!! and the minus 2 log likelihood and the chi-square tests of its
significance. The primary focus of our discussion, however, is on the di-
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rect effects of the variables in the model, as well as the interrelations
among variables, rather than on the quality or goodness-of-fit of the var-
ious models.

Limitations: The Data, Variables, and Procedures

This study does have a few limitations. Perhaps the most substantial
limitation is that NPSAS87 lacks information on student achievement in
high school, such as grades or achievement test scores. However, college
and high-school achievement are usually highly correlated, and research
has demonstrated that measures of high-school achievement or other
precollege ability measures are only relevant to the prediction of persis-
tence in the early college years. For the later years of college, high-
school grades become less important, and college grades become more
important in the prediction of persistence (Cabrera, Stampen, & Hansen,
1990; St. John, Kirshstein, & Noell, 1991). Therefore, the absence of
such a measure is not necessarily problematic. Furthermore, we do ex-
amine the influence of two variables related to high-school completion,
which have proven to be consistently significant and useful for illustrat-
ing that persistence is affected by students’ high-school experiences in
prior studies (e.g., St. John, Andrieu, Oescher, & Starkey, 1994).

Another possible limitation is that NPSAS87 was based on a sample
of students initially studied in the fall, and then again with a follow-up
survey in the spring (NCES, 1988). This sequence of events constitutes a
sampling procedure that would have excluded students for whom the
spring semester was the first semester of enrollment. Although this does
not seem problematic, to the extent that there are differences in the be-
tween-semester persistence behaviors of those who started in the fall
and those who started in the spring, the findings of this study may not be
generalizable to the latter group.

Similarly, the sampling procedures employed might pose another pos-
sible limitation in the data. The initial surveys were conducted in mid-
October of the fall semester. This means that students who began school
in the fall semester, but dropped out in the first four or five weeks would
not have been included in the sample. Therefore, the behavior of early-
term dropouts, which may or may not differ from later-term dropouts, is
not examined in this study.

The sample did contain some missing values for some of the variables
included in the model, necessitating the deletion of some cases for the
analysis. However, the number of missing values was small and the dis-
tribution of the missing values was assumed to be random.

Another issue relates to the fact that NPSAS87 is more than a decade
old. However, because the policy shift toward higher tuition, lower
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grants and more loan aid began substantially before 1986—87, this shift
has continued in the 1990s, and government grant aid has not increased
substantially since the late 1980s (College Board, 1998), the timing of
the survey is situated around the middle of this period of policy changes.
Therefore, we think this data set reflects well the current period of pub-
lic finance. However, tuition and loans have increased substantially in
the past decade, thus some of the problems identified in this analysis
may have become more serious. Therefore, in order to capture the prob-
able intensification of the problematic relations between social class and
college costs observed in this study, it may be desirable to replicate these
analyses using a more current national database.

Findings

The results of the analysis of the financial nexus are presented in six
parts. First, we examine and compare the descriptive statistics for under-
graduate students in the four income groups. Then we present the results
of the sequential logistic regression analyses for the four income groups.
We examine the effects of each of the five sets of variables separately,
first across the three steps for each income group and then across the
four income groups to highlight cross-class comparisons. Our analyses
focus on building an understanding of how differences across social
classes influence perceptions and expectations of costs and on how the
effects of college costs on both choice and persistence decisions vary
across income groups.

Income and Social Class: Cross-Class Comparisons
of Descriptive Statistics

Undergraduates in the four income groups are compared in Table 2.
There are clear differences across the four income groups that corre-
spond with the class distinctions often made in the literature. We briefly
review the characteristics of the four groups.

Low-income students. First, the low-income group is really comprised
of two groups. About half are independent (46%), which helps explain
why these students are older, on average, than the other three groups. Fi-
nancial aid policy allows older students who are financially independent
to apply for student aid, using their own income as a basis for need cal-
culations. Thus, when we divide the population by categories related to
adjusted gross income, a little more than half of the low-income students
were from families that earned less than $11,000 and a little less than
half had personal earnings (earnings with spouses) that were below this
amount. Clearly $11,000 was a low income in 1987, but the meaning of
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TABLE 2

Comparison of Income Groups

Low Inc. Low Mid. Up. Mid. Upper

% Ave. % Ave. % Ave % Ave
STUDENT BACKGROUND
Ethnicity
African American 14.6 9.6 4.2 23
Latino 6.3 5.1 3.1 2.4
Asian 6.1 4.8 34 4.4
Gender
Male 442 45.3 48.3 48.0
Mother’s Education
Less than high school 223 17.6 8.2 4.0
High school 34.6 37.9 322 15.9
Some college 233 244 25.7 20.7
College 12.4 12.8 20.4 29.8
Master’s 4.8 4.6 9.6 15.9
Advanced 2.7 2.6 39 13.7
Age
Years old 25.2 23.7 22.3 214
Marital Status
Married 18.9 20.4 14.9 7.8
High School
GED 55 2.7 1.3 0.8
No high-school dipl. 4.1 2.5 2.0 1.8
High-school diploma 90.4 94.8 96.8 97.4
Employment
Working 60.9 64.4 58.3 45.1
Dependency Status
Independent 46.4 29.0 13.4 5.5
CoOLLEGE CHOICE
Fixed Costs
Financial aid 27.2 21.9 13.2 53
Low tuition cost 149 19.2 234 16.7
Tuition & fin. aid 22.0 17.1 8.7 3.6
Controllable Costs
Low living cost 11.9 11.5 10.7 73
Could work 28.1 30.5 23.5 14.7
Living cost & work 13.9 13.1 10.7 53
COLLEGE EXPERIENCE
Private 38.6 42.0 443 56.4
Four-year 76.9 77.5 83.8 92.0
On campus 23.7 30.4 39.0 47.8
Full-time 76.0 72.8 79.1 86.1
Years in College
Freshman 27.0 30.5 29.9 27.7
Sophomore 24.1 26.8 26.3 245
Junior 22.5 20.8 21.6 21.8
Senior 26.4 22.1 222 26.0
Grades
Below C 7.1 6.8 6.6 53
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TABLE 2 (Continued)
Low Inc. Low Mid. Up. Mid. Upper

% Ave. % Ave. % Ave. % Ave.
Mostly C 349 322 343 344
B Average 28.4 29.7 30.7 314
Mostly A 32 4.0 2.9 2.4
Not reported 26.4 27.3 25.6 26.4
ASPIRATIONS
Vocational 2.7 2.0 1.3 0.5
Some college 103 9.4 6.3 3.1
College 39.0 429 43.1 37.6
Master’s 325 31.9 35.4 39.1
Advanced 15.5 13.8 13.8 19.8
FINANCIAL
Fixed Costs
Grant $ 2,083 1,658 936 465
Loan $ 1,161 1,045 787 354
Work $ 162 148 84 33
Tuition $ 2,396 2,608 3,087 4,311
Controllable Costs
Food/housing $ 1,369 1,349 1,652 2,139
PERSISTENCE
Within year 89.6 89.5 91.6 94.0
Sample N 4,862 7,647 10,120 4,130

this income varies for the two subgroups: some are younger and from
families with little discretionary money; others are living on a low in-
come themselves. Both subgroups would have limited financial support
for college, but they could have different backgrounds.

The low-income subpopulation has a larger percentage of minority
students than the other three income groups. Further, more than half of
these students had mothers who had a high-school education or less—
that is, they are first generation college students. Both of these charac-
teristics indicate a lower socioeconomic status. However, about 12% did
have mothers with college degrees and more than 7% had mothers with
a master’s degree or higher. Thus, some of the low-income college atten-
ders were from families with attributes that are generally associated with
a higher socioeconomic status. Some of these downwardly mobile stu-
dents may have attended college when they were younger, then returned
after becoming financially independent. This is consistent with the fact
that the low-income subpopulation had a slightly lower percentage of
students who were freshmen and a slightly higher percentage who were
seniors than did the other income groups.
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A larger percentage of low-income students and lower-middle income
students were females. There are two probable explanations for this.
First, low-income families were more likely to encourage their daugh-
ters to attend. Prior research indicates that, compared to white under-
graduates, a larger percentage of African American undergraduates are
females (Kaltenbaugh et al., 1999). Second, more adult women than
men could return to college as adults. For women especially, attaining at
least some college—research indicates at least six months of postsec-
ondary education makes a significant difference—represents an impor-
tant step toward increased earnings (Grubb, 1996; Lewis, Hearn, & Zil-
bert, 1993), an important motivation for returning to college. Thus, the
current study provides an opportunity to examine gender differences
across income groups.

Whether they are from low-income families and are potentially up-
wardly mobile, or they are living out a reverse pattern, college costs are
an important factor in the college-choice process for low-income stu-
dents. Most (64%) chose a college because of low tuition, student aid, or
both. Further, more than half (54%) chose their colleges because they
were close to their work, because they could have low living costs while
attending, or both. Thus, the low-income students treated cost-related
factors as a major consideration in their college-choice process. These
financial constraints also appear to influence where low-income stu-
dents attend. Compared to other income groups, a larger percentage of
the low-income group attended public and two-year colleges, and a
smaller percentage lived on campus.

In general, the overall distribution of grades these undergraduates re-
ceived did not differ substantially from the other three income groups;
however, low-income—and even more so for their lower-middle-income
counterparts (see below)—students received more A’s than upper- and
upper-middle-income students. Nevertheless, when compared to other
income groups, a higher percentage of low-income students aspired to
complete only a vocational qualification or only some college, rather
than complete a college or advanced degree.

Consistent with their financial status, low-income students received
larger average loans and grant amounts than the other populations. How-
ever, they also attended lower-cost colleges. In fact, even though the av-
erage combined award for loans and grants was greater than the average
tuition charge, it was still well below the total of tuition and living costs,
indicating a substantial unmet need for low-income (and lower-middle-
income) students.

Lower-middle-income students. Second, students from lower-middle-
income families have a similar profile to that of low-income students,
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but students in this income group are more aptly characterized as “work-
ing class.” The lower-middle-income group included a relatively high
percentage of minority students, and more than half of the students
(56%) had mothers who had not attended college. Less than one-third
(29%) were financially independent and most were working (64%). In-
deed, a larger percentage of students in the lower-middle-income group
were working than in any of the other three groups. These working-class
students had constrained college choice, due to limited ability to pay, but
were committed to attaining a college degree.

The college choice variables indicate a clear concern about college
costs among lower-middle-income students. More than half (55%) con-
sidered work and/or living costs as very important in their college
choices. A majority (58%) also considered tuition and/or student aid as
very important in their college choices. Consistent with this concern
about college costs, a smaller percentage of lower-middle-income stu-
dents—compared to those in all other income groups—attended full
time, further reflecting their concern about affordability.

In spite of having a constrained choice of college because of concerns
about college costs, lower-middle-income students achieved academi-
cally in college. Compared to the other income groups, a larger percent-
age of these students had mostly A grades, however, a lower percentage
aspired to attain more than a bachelor’s degree. Thus, lower-middle-in-
come students seem focused on more immediate goals of attainment of
four-year degrees and are working hard toward these goals: they exhibit
a working class academic ethic.

Student aid played an important role for lower-middle-income stu-
dents. The average of grant and loan aid was about equal to their average
tuition charges. Like low-income students, they had loans averaging
more than one-thousand dollars, but they had lower average grants (by
more than four-hundred dollars) and higher tuition charges (by more
than two-hundred dollars). Thus they faced substantially higher net
prices and were challenged by substantial unmet need. Further, lower-
middle-income students had slightly lower living costs than the low-in-
come students, further indicating their concern about managing college
costs.

Upper-middle-income students. Third, upper-middle-income students
followed a pattern typically associated with the “middle class.” A rela-
tively small percentage were from minority groups, a large percentage
were male, and many more students had mothers with college degrees
than did students in the two lower-income groups. More than half
worked while in college (58%).

Concerns about college costs were still important considerations to
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these upper-middle-income students, though clearly not as important as
they were to the lower-income student groups. About 45% considered
fixed costs (student aid and/or tuition) issues very important in their col-
lege choice and a similar percentage considered controllable costs (low
living costs and/or having a college close to work) very important. Thus,
a little less than half made costs a major consideration in their college
choice process.

Upper-middle-income students were more likely than students in the
two lower-income groups to attend private, four-year campuses. Larger
percentages also attended college full time and lived on campus. Their
average grades were similar to both lower-income and upper-income
students. However, a larger percentage of upper-middle-income students
aspired to attain master’s and more advanced degrees than did students
in the two lower-income groups.

For upper-middle-income students, financial aid was less substantial
in comparison to tuition than for students in lower-income groups. The
average grant and loan were about seventeen hundred dollars compared
to an average tuition of over three thousand dollars. Further, upper-mid-
dle-income students also had higher living costs than either low-income
or lower-middle-income students.

Upper-income students. Finally, upper-income students can be char-
acterized as being in the “upper class” of American society. There was a
far lower percentage of minorities and a higher percentage of students
whose mothers held college and advanced degrees than in any of the
other income groups. They were younger, less likely to be married, and
more likely to have graduated from high school. Less than half worked
and few were financially independent. Their demographic characteris-
tics closely paralleled those typically associated with the social elite.

Cost considerations did not play a substantial role in the college
choices made by most upper-income students. Only about one quarter
considered student aid and/or low tuition to be very important in col-
leges choices, and only 27% considered low living costs or being close
to work to be very important.

Their college choices also reflected this lack of concern about college
costs. More than half (56%) attended private colleges, nearly all (92%)
attended four-year colleges, almost half (48%) lived on campus, and
most (86%) attended full time. However, their average grades were sim-
ilar to students in other income groups. Their aspirations were higher,
however, and they persisted at a higher rate. Thus, they appeared to ben-
efit from their more stable financial situations. Their aid packages were
substantially lower than any other group, and their average tuition
charges and living costs were substantially higher.
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In general, the results of this analysis of the social class distinctions
across income groups—especially when comparing the lower-income
with the higher-income subgroups—are consistent with previous re-
search on the social stratification of educational attainment and postsec-
ondary destinations of college-bound students (e.g., Hearn, 1984, 1990;
Paulsen, 1990). These findings reveal empirical manifestations of varia-
tions in educational participation and attainment based on class-related
differences in students’ cultural capital, habitus, and perceptions of enti-
tlement (Bourdieu, 1977b; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; McDonough,
1997; McDonough, Antonio & Trent, 1997). Various indicators of social
class reproduction are apparent, especially when comparing the low-in-
come and working-class groups with the two higher-income groups, in
the following class-based contrasts: (1) lower-income (low- and lower-
middle-income) students are more likely than higher-income (upper-
middle- and upper-income) students to earn A grades, but aspire to sub-
stantially less postsecondary education; (2) compared to higher-income
students, substantially more lower-income students have mothers with-
out a high school education and are more likely to be high-school
dropouts themselves; (3) substantially more lower-income students than
higher-income students work while attending college; (4) lower-income
students are much more likely than higher-income students to be highly
cost conscious in their college choice behavior; and (5) compared to
higher-income students, lower-income students are less likely to attend
private colleges or four-year colleges, live on campus, or attend full-
time. In these and other ways, the social reproduction of the existing
class-based distributions of cultural capital, economic capital, and other
patterns of privilege in our society is apparent in the class-based patterns
of participation in our system of postsecondary education.

The Financial Nexus and Social Class: Cross-Class
Comparisons from the Sequential Logistic Regression
Analyses

In this section we present the findings of our sequential logistic re-
gression analyses of the effects of student-background, college-choice,
college-experience, aspirations, and financial variables on the persis-
tence decisions of students in four distinct income groups: low-income
(the poor), lower-middle-income (the working class), upper-middle-in-
come (the middle class), and upper-income (the elite) students. As
shown in Table 3, these effects were estimated separately for each in-
come group, using a three-step sequential logistic regression approach.
Step 1 (the initial model) included all student background, college-
choice, college experience, and aspirations variables. Then, in step 2

This content downloaded from 128.148.252.35 on Tue, 26 Jan 2016 13:54:55 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions




Social Class and College Costs 211

(the tuition and aid model), a set of four fixed-cost financial variables
were added—grants, loans, work study, and tuition. Finally, in step 3
(the housing and food or “final” model), students’ living costs for hous-
ing and food—their controllable costs—were added.

In order to clarify the within-class effects of various factors on persis-
tence, as well as to highlight the cross-class comparisons of these ef-
fects, we examine the effects of each set of variables—background, col-
lege-choice, college-experience, aspirations, and financial—separately,
first across the three steps for each income group, and then across the
four income groups, in the following sections. The analysis of persis-
tence by low-income students provides insight into the ways students
who are living in poverty contend with college costs in their educational
choice processes, while the analysis of persistence by lower-middle-in-
come students provides insight into the ways working-class students
view and respond to colleges costs. The examination of persistence be-
havior among upper-middle-income students enhances understanding of
the ways that students in America’s middle class address the costs of
college, while analysis of persistence decisions of upper-income stu-
dents provides insights into how students from society’s elite class view
college costs.

Student background variables. Among poor (low-income) and work-
ing class (lower-middle-income) students, African Americans were
more likely than white students (the base group) to persist, but African
American students from the middle (upper-middle-income) or elite
(upper-income) classes were no more or less likely to persist than other-
race students. For low-income students, African Americans were more
likely to persist in the first version (step 1) of the model, but not in the
second two (steps 2 and 3). This was apparently attributable to the fact
that African Americans received higher aid packages than students in the
other ethnic groups (Paulsen, St. John, & Carter, forthcoming). African
Americans were consistently more likely to persist than white students
in the lower-middle-income group. Apparently, African Americans in
the lower-middle-income group were less dependent on student aid than
low-income African Americans, a conclusion we reach because the sig-
nificance of this variable did not change when aid was added, as it did in
the model for low-income students.

Latinos in the lower-middle-income group were more likely than
white students to persist in the first version of the model but not in the
second or third. Latinos choose to attend colleges with lower costs and
are more loan averse than other ethnic groups (Paulsen, St. John, &
Carter, forthcoming). Therefore we suspect that this change in signifi-
cance is attributable to the ways Latino students respond to college
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Social Class and College Costs 215

costs. However, Latinos in the upper-middle-income group were consis-
tently more likely to persist, across all three steps of the model. Because
there was no apparent interrelation with financial variables (tuition, aid,
and living costs) added in steps 2 and 3, middle-class Latino families ap-
parently place a great value on postsecondary educational attainment.

It is especially interesting to note that low-income Asian Americans
were less likely to persist. Indeed, low-income Asian Americans were
about 14 percentage points less likely to persist than other-race (mostly
white) students. Although there is a widely held perception that Asian
Americans are more likely to achieve academically than other ethnic
groups, this generalization does not hold across income groups. Clearly
there are some poor Asian American students who have limited opportu-
nities for higher education. This may be especially true for newer immi-
grants from Southeast Asia. For example, in a recent persistence study
of students in the State of Washington,!? Asian Americans and African
Americans were less likely to persist when student aid was inadequate;
they had the same probability of persisting when aid was adequate (St.
John, 1999). In addition, upper-middle-income Asian American students
were 3 to 4% less likely to persist than other ethnic groups, an effect that
became significant and negative only after tuition was controlled for in
step two. Other analyses using the nexus model have indicated that al-
though Asian students attended higher-cost colleges than other groups,
they were also less responsive to tuition charges (Paulsen, St. John, &
Carter, forthcoming). Given these insights, we conclude that the findings
observed for Asian Americans in the upper-middle-income group are ar-
tifacts attributable to these ethnic differences in college choice and price
response.

The finding that low-income women were less likely than men to per-
sist is quite interesting. This finding may be related to the labor market
and the fact that attaining at least some college is especially important
for adult women seeking to support a family. Lewis, Hearn, and Zilbert
(1993) found that only six months of postsecondary vocational educa-
tion results in a statistically significant and substantial increment to in-
come, especially for women, and for low-income women, in particular.
All this is to say that the opportunities to increase income due to only
“some” postsecondary education, coupled with the demands of support-
ing a family—due to the prevalence of single-female-parent households
among low-income families—might function, in combination, to moti-
vate low-income women to be less likely than men to maintain continu-
ous enrollment, because they have met their immediate goals.!3 These
findings are especially noteworthy, given subsequent changes in welfare
policy, which have encouraged more women to attain technical training
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and seek employment. Future studies should consider whether the pat-
terns observed here hold in a new context in which welfare policies pro-
mote some kind of postsecondary educational experiences.

The only other time that gender was significant was in the final step of
the model for upper-income students, after tuition, aid, and living costs
had been added. There is no reason to suspect that issues of cost are
problematic for these students, and it is unlikely that the need to find
work in response to the job market is as important, or is important for
the same reasons, for upper-income women as they would be for their
low-income counterparts. Clearly, upper-income women face a different
set of choices; and their educational choices may be less influenced by
financial factors. This area merits further investigation and might be
profitably studied by examining gender differences in the financial
nexus.

The result that low-income students whose mothers had a college ed-
ucation were more likely than students whose mothers had only a high-
school education to persist also merits attention. Clearly, for low-income
students, having a mother with a college degree had a motivational value
regarding persistence in college. Indeed, low-income students whose
mothers had a college degree were 4 percentage points more likely to
persist. A comparable pattern emerged among upper-middle-income
(middle class) students; that is, students whose mothers had completed a
masters or advanced degree were more likely to persist. These findings
would tend to support the view that relationships between mothers and
their children are an especially important motivational force for both
poor and middle-class students. A related interpretation would be that
poor and middle-class students whose mothers have college degrees, or
postgraduate degrees, respectively, are guided by an upwardly-mobile
habitus and aided in their pursuits by access to cultural capital that can
help advance their educational and occupational status. The finding that
working class students whose mothers had not completed high school
were less likely to persist in the second step only (after tuition and aid
were entered, but before living costs were considered) suggests that such
students may have attended colleges with somewhat lower net tuition
costs, but found their living costs to be problematic.

Among students in the elite class, the findings regarding mother’s ed-
ucation were quite different and interesting. Upper-class students whose
mothers had some college, college, master’s, or advanced degrees were
3 to 10% less likely than other students to persist. Because these stu-
dents have the most advanced educational aspirations (see Table 2) and
the highest income of all four groups, it is unlikely that this pattern is the
sign of a downwardly mobile habitus among elite-class students. A more
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plausible explanation is that this pattern is evidence of the broader range
of exit options available to elite-class students. For example, upper-class
students—compared to those in lower-income groups—have far more
access to valued cultural and economic capital, whereby they would be
more likely to stop out to take advantage of attractive opportunities for
employment or travel during their college-going years. Furthermore,
even though these elite-class students are far more likely than others to
attend high-status, high-cost colleges, these findings suggest that, de-
pending on their performance and satisfaction with their experiences,
some upper-class students may view their experiences as not worth the
cost and elect to transfer to a less prestigious institution.

Among the poor and middle-income classes, older students were
more likely than younger students to persist in the first step only, before
tuition and aid were considered; and among the elite class, older stu-
dents were more likely to persist in the first and second steps, but not in
the third, after living costs were considered. Apparently, older students
in the poor and middle-income classes were more likely than younger
students to have attended colleges with lower net tuition costs, whereas
older students in the elite class appear to have been more effective than
younger students at managing their living costs.

The fact that low-income students with no high-school and GED de-
grees were more likely than high-school graduates to persist in college is
especially noteworthy, given that this variable was not significant for
any of the other income groups. Prior studies using NPSA87 have had
similar findings (e.g., St. John et al., 1994), but they have not explicitly
considered class differences. This study adds substance to the interpreta-
tion advanced in these prior studies, that students who entered college
through non-traditional routes are more motivated. Apparently many
low-income adults who did not complete high school subsequently learn
that education is more important than they had previously thought. Con-
sidered by itself, this finding might be viewed as evidence of one factor
that may serve in some way to reverse the patterns of reproduction of so-
cial class in postsecondary education.

Working-class students who were employed while attending college
and those who were classified as financially independent were more
likely than other students to persist across all three steps of the model.
These findings reinforce the notion that there are links between an ori-
entation toward work and an orientation toward attaining a college de-
gree for students in this working-class-income group. Middle- and
upper-class students who were employed while attending college were
also more likely to persist. However, the magnitude of the positive effect
of employment was smaller for these groups than for working-class stu-
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dents. And among middle-class students, the positive effect was signifi-
cant only for steps one and two of the model, indicating that middle-
class students who worked were also better able to manage their living
costs. Finally, although being financially independent had no effect on
persistence among middle- and upper-class students; poor (low-income)
students who were financially independent were less likely to persist in
the first step, but not in the last two steps. This indicates that tuition
costs, net of aid, tended to be somewhat higher, or more problematic, for
financially-independent, but low-income students. One probable expla-
nation for this is that such students—who were financially independent
and applied for aid— received smaller aid awards than dependent stu-
dents who demonstrated similar need, because of the Pell grant formula.
College-choice variables. The findings related to the effects on persis-
tence of perceptions and expectations about costs at the time of college
choice—that is, the college-choice variables—revealed some very inter-
esting and distinct differences across the four income classes. Regarding
fixed-cost college-choice variables, only the middle- and upper-income
students who chose their colleges because of the financial aid available
were significantly more likely to persist. More particularly, the availabil-
ity of financial aid had a positive effect on persistence in steps two and
three of the model, after tuition and student aid were controlled for. This
suggests that the positive effects of student aid were repressed in the first
model, due to the negative effects of the tuition costs of attending, but
were revealed in steps two and three. This means that the positive effects
of aid are indirect for middle- and upper-income students—that is, the
positive effects of aid on persistence occurred as a result of the expecta-
tions and perceptions associated with the aid offer, rather than through
the actual amount of aid itself. We reach this conclusion because none of
the actual dollar amounts of the student aid variables were significant in
steps two and three, a prospect that is considered in more detail below.
Finally, as indicated in Table 3, poor and working-class students who
considered the availability of financial aid as very important in their
choice of college were no more or less likely than others to persist.
Poor students who chose a college because of low tuition—and not
because of financial aid—were less likely to persist in the second and
third steps, after tuition and aid (fixed costs) were entered, whereas
working-class students who considered low tuition—but not financial
aid—as very important in their college choice were less likely to persist
across all three versions of the model. The lack of a negative effect on
persistence in step one for low-income students indicates that at least
some students may have been successful in identifying and attending
colleges with lower-than-average tuition costs. However, in step two, tu-
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ition and aid are entered, showing an alarmingly high sensitivity to tu-
ition, as well as financial aid that is clearly inadequate relative to tuition
costs, a prospect that is discussed further below. Therefore, even below-
average tuition charges may have been too much for these low-income
students—who chose their colleges due to their concern for low tu-
ition—to afford. Because such students also did not consider aid as im-
portant in choice of college, they may have been unaware of aid avail-
ability, which would have made even their lower tuition charges appear
much more costly. For working-class students, the negative effect on
persistence across all three steps indicates that even for those students
who made special efforts to choose colleges with below-average tuition,
such tuition costs may still have been too much for some working-class
students to afford. One probable explanation for this is based on the re-
lated finding (addressed below) that students in the lower-middle-in-
come group were more sensitive to tuition increases than any other in-
come group. Another explanation is that these students viewed low
tuition as very important in their choice of college, but they did not con-
sider financial aid to be important. Such students may have been un-
aware of available aid, which could have made even below-average tu-
ition appear more costly than for other students who did consider
financial aid as very important.

For low-income students, choosing a college because of both low tu-
ition and student aid was negatively associated with persistence only in
the first step, before actual cost variables were entered. When tuition and
aid were controlled for in step two, the negative effect was no longer
present. The fact that tuition, grants, and loans each had direct, negative
effects on persistence when entered in step two (discussed below) indi-
cates an inadequacy of financial aid relative to tuition costs and explains
the negative effect of choosing a college because of both low tuition and
aid in step one. In combination, these findings indicate not only that per-
ceptions and expectations of low tuition and high student aid influence
persistence, but they also indicate an inadequacy of financial aid relative
to college costs for low-income students.!4

For upper-income students, the findings revealed a pattern that is
quite the opposite of the pattern observed for low-income students. In
general, only a relatively small percentage of upper-income students
considered student aid or low tuition as very important in their choice of
college (see Table 2). However, just as in the case of those elite-class
students who chose their colleges due to the financial aid available,
those who were concerned about low tuition or both low tuition and aid
available, were also consistently more likely than others to persist across
all three steps of the model. This is an understandable finding because
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upper-income students were far less sensitive to tuition than any of the
other income groups and, unlike the case for lower-income students, re-
sults indicated that aid was adequate to cover costs for upper-class stu-
dents (discussed below). But this is also an interesting finding, because
even though wealthier students were not very responsive to college
costs, they were still more likely to persist and attain their degrees when
they gave serious consideration to the costs of college before they en-
rolled.

Choosing a college because of low living costs was positively associ-
ated with persistence for low-income students only after the actual
amounts of students’ living costs were considered (step 3), indicating
that some may have struggled to control their food and housing costs,
but were ultimately more likely to have persisted due to their cost-con-
sciousness. However, low-income students who chose their colleges be-
cause they were close to work or because of both low living costs and
being close to work were consistently more likely than others to persist
across all three steps. Apparently, such students were successful in their
efforts to manage their income from their jobs and economize on their
living costs. Similarly, for middle-income students, choosing a college
because it was close to work was positively associated with persistence
before living costs were considered (steps 1 and 2). We expect that mid-
dle-income students who made their college choices so they could work
were better able to manage their living costs. In general, cost-conscious
low- and middle-income students appear to have been careful planners
regarding income from their work and control of their budgets. In con-
trast, upper-income students who considered low living costs as very im-
portant in their choice of college were less likely than others to persist
across all three steps. Because the majority of these students (56%) at-
tended private institutions, they may well have underestimated the ex-
penditures they would have to make to support their social integration
and related activities at such colleges.

In general, these findings regarding the effects of fixed and control-
lable-cost college-choice variables reveal evidence of class-based differ-
ences in the ways students’ perceptions and expectations about college
costs impact their enrollment behavior. And, particularly in the case of
the effects of students’ perceptions and expectations about the availabil-
ity of low tuition and financial aid on their persistence decisions, would
appear to operate as a basis for the reproduction of social class in our
postsecondary system.

College experience variables. The effects of full-time attendance on
persistence were similar for all four income groups. Across all groups,
the effects of attendance patterns on persistence were interpretable in
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terms of the costs associated with characteristics of attendance. That is,
it costs more to attend a four-year college, live on campus, and attend
full-time. Although attending full time was negatively associated with
persistence across steps one and two, the impact of this variable dimin-
ished substantially once fixed costs were controlled for in step two, il-
lustrating the substantial negative influence of tuition that is associated
with full-time attendance. In step three, the effect of attending full time
was no longer significant for low-income students, but continued to have
a significant, negative effect on persistence for working, middle-, and
upper-income students, thereby indicating the additional negative effect
of living costs related to full-time attendance.

For poor and working-class students, attending a four-year college
was negatively associated with persistence in the first step and positively
associated with persistence in the second and third steps. This indicates
that the negative effects of the higher costs associated with attending a
four-year college were mitigated by the positive effects of the four-year
college experience—an interrelation that is revealed in step two, when
fixed costs are entered. A similar pattern was observed for middle-in-
come students. Attending a four-year college had a negative effect on
persistence in step one, a neutral effect in step two, and a positive effect
in the final step. For working- and middle-class students, the effect of
on-campus residence on persistence was negative in step one, neutral in
step two, and positive in step three. These findings indicate both the pos-
itive effects of on-campus residence on persistence as well as the way
such positive effects were repressed by the net tuition and living costs
associated with on-campus residence in steps one and two. Interestingly,
upper-class students—like working-class and middle-class students—
who lived on campus and/or attended four-year colleges were more
likely to persist in the final version of the model. This indicates that the
positive effects of traditional residential campuses were repressed by the
costs associated with attending these colleges. However, these variables
were not negatively associated with persistence in the first version of the
model for upper-class students, as they had been for middle-class, work-
ing-class, and poor students. Thus, the repressed negative effects of
costs were less substantial for upper-class students than for middle-
class, working-class, or poor students. Finally, it should not go unno-
ticed that for poor and working-class students, attending a four-year col-
lege has positive impacts on persistence that are more than twice as large
as those for middle- and upper-income students—that is, when they can
afford to take advantage of these opportunities. Therefore, these findings
represent evidence of another instance of class-based differences in the
way students respond to the costs of college in their enrollment decision
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making and would appear to operate as a basis for the reproduction of
social class in our postsecondary system.

Students in all four income groups who had less than C averages and
poor and working-class students with less than C or with C averages
were more likely to persist than students with B averages. One explana-
tion for this is that institutional policies often make it difficult to return
to school after leaving school with low grades and poor academic stand-
ing. But this finding may also be due to the greater range of exit oppor-
tunities (e.g., transfer) that are available to students with B averages.
The additional finding that poor and working-class students with A
grades were more likely to persist than those with B grades is especially
interesting. One possible explanation might be that students with the
highest grades (A grades) may be experiencing the greatest quality of
academic integration, personal satisfaction, and even extra attention
from the professors with whom they interact in their studies; which in
turn, could lead to higher rates of persistence. And opportunities for aca-
demic integration might well be more important for poor and working-
class students, because they are the most likely to be of nontraditional
age, married, living off-campus, attending part-time, working and finan-
cially independent. Among poor and middle-class students, juniors were
more likely to persist than freshman. However, among working- and
upper-class students, seniors were less likely to persist, a finding consis-
tent with previous research using the NPSAS database (e.g., St. John et
al., 1994).

Aspiration variables. For working- and middle-class students, all of
the variables related to postsecondary aspirations were significant in at
least one version of the model. Both working and middle-class students
who aspired to complete vocational qualifications or some college were
more likely to persist than those aspiring to a college degree across all
three steps. Furthermore, both lower-middle- (working-class) and upper-
middle- (middle class) students who aspired to complete a master’s or
advanced degree were less likely to persist in step one, before costs were
considered in steps two and three. Indeed, these findings indicated that
the set of aspiration variables had the inverse relationship with persis-
tence that we would expect if we held conventional “middle-class” so-
cial-attainment assumptions. And this inverse relationship appears to be
related to college costs and affordability; that is, working and middle-
class students who planned to attend over a longer period of time appar-
ently felt they had to modulate their level of enrollment to constrain
their expenses or debt.!> This conclusion is reinforced by the fact that
the negative effects of aspiring to attain master’s and advanced degrees
were mitigated across the versions of the models. When net tuition costs
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were controlled in step two, and when living costs were controlled in
step three, the magnitude of the negative effects on persistence de-
creased or even became nonsignificant.

In contrast, among low-income students, aspiring to complete voca-
tional qualifications or some college had no effect on persistence;
however, those with long-term aspirations (master’s or advanced) were
significantly less likely to persist and apparently chose to attend period-
ically, rather than to maintain continuous enrollment. The finding also
appears to be related to the financial circumstances of poor students, be-
cause even though the negative effect was significant across all three
steps, its magnitude decreased as costs were controlled for in steps two
and three. Finally, upper-income students who aspired to attain voca-
tional qualifications and some college were more likely to persist than
students who aspired to attain a college degree; whereas those who as-
pired to master’s and advanced degrees were no more or less likely than
others to persist. Overall, the general pattern of findings for the elite-
class students is opposite of that experienced by the poor students and
may serve to reproduce social class in the postsecondary system. The
complete set of findings about the effect of educational aspirations illus-
trates how aspirations, costs, and educational choices interact: clearly
educational choices are influenced by the direct costs of education, and
these influences vary by social class.

Financial variables. For all income groups, one or more of the finan-
cial variables—actual dollar amounts of fixed-cost variables, such as tu-
ition, grants, loans, and work study, as well as controllable living costs,
including housing and food expenses—had a substantial direct influence
on persistence. Regarding students’ responsiveness to fixed-cost vari-
ables, two quite different patterns of response were observed—one ex-
hibited by the poor and working-class students and the other experi-
enced by the middle- and upper-class students. Among poor and
working-class students, tuition had an alarmingly high negative influ-
ence on persistence, with each thousand dollars of tuition differential
decreasing the probability that the otherwise-average student would per-
sist by about 16 and 19 percentage points, respectively. In contrast, the
tuition-responsiveness of middle-and upper-income students was much
more moderate: each thousand dollars of tuition differential decreased
the probability that the otherwise-average student would persist by only
9 and 3 percentage points, respectively.

For poor students, grants and loans—but not work study aid—were
negatively associated with persistence, indicating both forms of aid were
inadequate even after living costs were considered in step three. For
working-class students, grants were not negatively associated with per-
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sistence, but loans and work study definitely were. Work study, a form of
aid that generally had a lower hourly pay rate than other employment
was negatively associated with persistence across the last two versions
of the model. The more hours working-class students had to work at
these low, on-campus pay rates, the less likely they were to persist, per-
haps because of the attraction of higher rates of pay available in off-
campus employment. However, loans were negatively associated with
persistence only before living costs were considered. This finding indi-
cates that loan aid was inadequate to cover even tuition costs (step two),
and working-class students faced a difficult trade off: they were essen-
tially forced to borrow more to pay their living costs if they desired to
have continuous enrollment (step three). Thus, the new emphasis on
loans in financial policy intensifies the problematic nature of college
choice and persistence decisions for both poor and working-class stu-
dents. We suspect that these circumstance were upsetting the old equi-
librium in academe—that is, the intrinsic value of attending classic un-
dergraduate colleges (residential four-year colleges) was offset by the
need to borrow large sums of money to afford these luxuries.

In contrast, none of the student aid variables had direct effects on per-
sistence for middle- and upper-class students. Rather, for higher-income
students, the effects of aid were mitigated through the students’ expecta-
tions and perceptions of affordability at the time of college choice (man-
ifested in the college-choice variables). As noted above, choosing a col-
lege because of student aid had a repressed positive effect in step one
and a significant positive effect on persistence in steps two and three.
The neutral coefficients for financial aid variables indicate that the aid
itself was just adequate or minimally adequate. Interestingly, the posi-
tive effects of aid on persistence were a result of the expectations and
perceptions associated with the aid offer, rather than through the actual
amount of aid itself. Finally, living costs had a direct negative effect on
persistence across all income groups, but students’ responsiveness to
these costs were moderate in comparison with their sensitivity to tuition,
the degree of responsiveness to living costs being substantially less than
that for tuition, among all but the elite-class students.!®

Conclusions and Implications

The findings of this study inform our collective understanding of class
differences in student choice processes. Indeed, the current study illumi-
nated group differences indicating that postsecondary education plays
an important role in both perpetuating and breaking the pattern of class
reproduction. We consider the findings and their implications in two
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parts. First, we consider how the findings contribute to the general un-
derstanding of the role of social class in postsecondary education. We
then consider how the analysis of the financial nexus contributes to our
understanding of the role of college costs and financial policy in class
reproduction. Implications for future research, policy and institutional
practices are included, as appropriate, in the discussion below.

Patterns of Reproduction: Social Class and
Educational Opportunity

There were notable differences in the influence of attendance pat-
terns, gender, high-school attainment, ethnicity, academic achievement
and postsecondary aspirations across the income groups. Indeed, the
findings confirm that social class is far more complex than is communi-
cated by hierarchical variables like socioeconomic status (SES). The
SES measures used in sociological and economic research have grouped
a number of concepts and issues related to family income and education
into a single indicator that assumes a linear relationship between in-
creased status and increased attainment. The findings of this study sug-
gest a much more complex pattern of social class and educational attain-
ment and reveal some interesting ways in which our postsecondary
system may serve as a medium in both the perpetuation and reversal of
historical patterns of class reproduction in society.

First, cross-class comparisons of descriptive statistics about educa-
tional attainment revealed that lower-income students are less likely
than higher-income students to attend private colleges, four-year col-
leges, attend full-time, or live on campus. In these and other ways, the
social reproduction of the existing class-based distributions of cultural
capital, economic capital, and other patterns of privilege in our society is
apparent in the class-based patterns of participation in our system of
postsecondary education.

Second, based on logistic regression analyses, women who live in
poverty were less likely than men to maintain continuous enrollment, a
finding that was not evident for working- or middle-class groups. For
poor women, opportunities to increase employability and income by
meeting more immediate, short-term postsecondary goals, along with
the greater family responsibilities for women—due to the prevalence of
single-female-parent households among low-income families—may
work together to motivate low-income women to be less likely than men
to maintain continuous enrollment. These findings suggest that our post-
secondary system may function, in part, as one medium through which
the class-based constraints on the educational attainment of poor women
are reproduced in society. It is important that states provide a safety net
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for poor women with inadequate education. However, these findings are
also especially noteworthy, given subsequent changes in welfare policy,
which have forced women into the work place. Policies have led more
women to attain short-term technical training and seek immediate em-
ployment. Future research should consider whether the gender-specific
patterns observed here hold in a new context in which welfare policies
promote some kind of short-term, postsecondary educational experi-
ences, as illustrated in the expanding practices of one-stop centers.

Third, it was very interesting to find that poor people with nontradi-
tional precollege educational experiences—those with no high-school
degrees and GEDs—were more likely to persist than those with high-
school degrees. If attaining at least some college has become the screen-
ing device for a decent job (Grubb, 1996), then students who have no
postsecondary education are a step below those who do and have a hard
time finding jobs that provide a livable wage. It appears that many low-
income adults who did not complete high school later learn that educa-
tion is more important than they had once thought. The findings of this
study suggest that in such instances, the poor and undereducated are es-
pecially motivated to attain a college degree. Institutions should be more
diligent in their recruitment of students who have worked so hard to
overcome the daunting obstacles faced by the high-school dropout and
thereby learned the lesson of the power of persistence. This finding
might also be viewed as evidence of one way in which our postsec-
ondary system may serve as a medium to reverse the patterns of class re-
production.

Fourth, the analysis of the choice-persistence nexus by social class
produced interesting findings about the role of race and ethnicity in edu-
cational choice. African Americans in the poor and working classes—
but not in middle- or upper-income groups—were more likely to persist
than their white peers. Indeed, these findings support the argument that
there is an African American habitus that promotes the acquisition of
cultural capital related to personal affiliations with significant others and
a community of caring that values postsecondary education (McDo-
nough et al., 1997). Indeed, this may be another instance in which our
postsecondary system, or as research suggests, our historically black
colleges and universities in particular (Allen et al., 1991; McDonough et
al., 1997), serves as a medium to reverse the historical patterns of class
reproduction. These findings indicate the importance of increased fed-
eral and state government funding to invest in and support HBCUs in
promoting educational attainment.

In addition, findings indicated that poor Asians Americans were less
likely than other-race (mostly white) students to persist. This finding is
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inconsistent with the widely held perception that Asian Americans are
more likely to achieve academically than other groups and indicates that
some poor Asian Americans lacked some of the advantages and opportu-
nities for postsecondary educational achievement frequently attributed
to this group. There is some research to suggest that this pattern may be
characteristic of some of the newer immigrants from Southeast Asia (St.
John, 1999). In combination, these findings about race and educational
attainment suggest that in future research it is important to begin think-
ing about race within class, rather than think of race and class as loose
proxies for each other within broad, universalistic models.

Fifth, cross-class comparisons of descriptive statistics about educa-
tional attainment revealed that poor and working-class students were
more likely than middle- and upper-income students to earn A grades,
but aspired to substantially lower levels of postsecondary educational at-
tainment. A disturbing manifestation of class reproduction is portrayed
here: the lower-income students are the most likely to receive A grades
and would presumably be the most meritorious, yet they expect the least
in terms of their aspirations for educational attainment; whereas the
higher-income students are less likely to receive A grades, yet they ex-
pect so much more in terms of their aspirations for educational attain-
ment. The logistic regression analyses revealed more about the relation
of these factors to educational attainment and how the relation varies by
class. First, regarding educational aspirations, whereas aspirations to at-
tain master’s or advanced degrees had no effect on the persistence of
elite-class students, poor students who aspired to attain such degrees
were less likely to persist. This finding suggests another pattern of class
reproduction and is apparently the product of the differing habiti of poor
and elite-class individuals which differentially shape students’ expecta-
tions, attitudes, and aspirations (McDonough et al., 1997). A more equi-
table and widespread dissemination of accurate information about post-
secondary opportunities may be one way of expanding the access to new
forms of cultural capital for low-income students. The success of the In-
diana Postsecondary Encouragement Experiment in terms of increasing
the rates of participation in higher education among minorities and low-
income students offers a compelling argument for similar investments in
cultural, and therefore subsequently, economic capital, in other states
(Hossler & Schmitt, 1995).

Although receiving A grades had no effect on the persistence of elite-
class students, poor students who earned A grades were more likely to
persist. Academic performance has been well established as one of the
most important indicators of academic integration, which promotes per-
sistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). It seems plausible that opportu-
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nities for academic integration might be more important for poor and
working-class students, because they are more likely to be of nontradi-
tional age, married, living off-campus, attending part-time, working, and
financially independent. Perhaps institutions should make special efforts
to guarantee that opportunities for regular faculty-student interaction
and academic counseling are plentiful and readily accessible to their
poor and working-class students, who are likely to perceive these impor-
tant opportunities to be less accessible to them—because they necessar-
ily spend less time on campus—than to the middle- and upper-class stu-
dents who are more likely to live on campus.

The Financial Nexus and Class Reproduction

In general, the findings of this study not only confirm that it is impor-
tant to discern diverse patterns of student choice, particularly by social
class, but they also indicate that the new financial conditions in higher ed-
ucation have had differential effects across social classes. Clearly, there
are two ways that college costs influence postsecondary opportunity: di-
rectly in response to prices and subsidies, and indirectly through percep-
tions and expectations of the affordability of college costs. The findings
of this study regarding the direct effects of college costs follow a pattern
that is consonant with prior research on the economics of higher educa-
tion: low-income and lower-middle-income students are far more respon-
sive to prices than students from upper-middle- and upper-income fami-
lies. However, the role of expectations or perceptions about college costs
has not been adequately examined in prior research on higher education
finance. As illustrated by the results of this study, when we examine the
effects of college costs using the financial nexus model, we achieve a
fuller understanding of the effects of students’ expectations and percep-
tions about college costs on both their college choice and persistence de-
cisions. The findings of this study clearly indicate that future research on
student persistence should explicitly consider the important effects of stu-
dents’ prematriculation perceptions and expectations about college costs.

The findings of this study revealed clear and substantial class-based
patterns of enrollment behavior related to students’ perceptions and ex-
pectations about college costs. Indeed, low- and high-income students
engaged in nearly opposite patterns of behavior. When it comes to the
fixed costs of tuition and aid, middle- and upper-class students experi-
ence positive effects on persistence when they choose their colleges be-
cause of the availability of low tuition and financial aid. In stark con-
trast, poor and working-class students experience either negative or no
effects on persistence when they choose their colleges because of the
availability of low tuition and financial aid. However, when it comes to
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controllable costs, only low-income students who choose their colleges
so that they will be able to control their living costs and work while at-
tending are more likely than others to persist. In contrast, upper-income
students who choose colleges to have lower living costs are less likely
than others to persist, apparently because they underestimate the much
higher levels of living costs associated with attendance at the prestigious
and costly institutions most often attended by elite students. In sum-
mary, when it comes to the fixed costs of college—tuition, net of finan-
cial aid—cost-conscious college choices among the middle- and upper-
income students promote persistence, whereas cost-conscious college
choices among the poor and working-class students tend to reduce their
likelihood of persistence in college. These findings constitute evidence
of class-based differences in the ways students perceive and respond to
college costs in their enrollment behavior, and these differences, partic-
ularly in the case of expectations about the availability of financial aid
and low tuition, would appear to operate as a basis for the reproduction
of social class in our postsecondary system.

Lower-income and higher-income students also respond in very differ-
ent ways to the direct effects of the actual dollar amounts of college costs
(tuition and aid) in persistence decisions. In particular, the responsive-
ness of poor and working-class students to tuition increases is alarmingly
high—reducing their probability of persisting by 16 and 19%, respec-
tively, per $1,000 increment in tuition. Again, in stark contrast, middle-
and elite-class students are much less sensitive to tuition increases: each
$1,000 increment in tuition reduces their probability of persisting by
only 9 and 3%, respectively. Our findings indicate that financial aid was
not adequate to support persistence for lower-income students.

Financial aid for low-income students, in the form of both grants and
loans, had a direct negative effect on their persistence decisions, indicat-
ing that both forms of aid were inadequate. Among working-class stu-
dents, both loans and work-study aid had negative direct effects on per-
sistence. The more hours working-class students worked in low-paying
on-campus work-study jobs, the less likely they were to persist, most
likely attracted by the higher pay of off-campus employment. Working-
class students who were financially independent and employed off-cam-
pus were more likely than others to persist in college. It appears that
work-study aid, in its present form, is not an effective form of financial
aid for working-class students. In addition, for working-class students,
loan aid was inadequate to cover even tuition costs, and such students
faced the difficult decision of having to take out additional loans to
cover their living costs in order to continue their enrollment. In contrast,
none of the financial aid variables had direct effects on the persistence of
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middle- or upper-income students, indicating that aid for such students
was adequate to cover their college costs. Living (housing and food)
costs had a direct negative effect, of moderate size, on persistence for all
income groups. Finally, the findings of this study indicated that in spite
of the positive effects of attendance at four-year residential colleges, the
rising tuition and living costs of attending such institutions were prob-
lematic for students across all income groups.

The high-tuition, high-loan environment is clearly problematic for poor
and working-class students. For such students, the cost of tuition, net of
available aid, is clearly not affordable. More to the point, it is precisely
those poor and working-class students who are aware of the problematic
nature of college costs, those who self-identify and profess that they are
financially at risk in the face of such costs and who intentionally select the
colleges they attend according to the availability of financial aid and low
tuition, who are the least likely to elect to reenroll at the time of a subse-
quent persistence decision. In other words, college costs take a toll on the
poor and working-class students, in spite of their careful planning.

It appears that institutions themselves are not effectively identifying
these students who are financially at risk. Among poor and working-class
students, there appears to be a substantial amount of unmet need that is
not being accurately identified or satisfactorily met by existing federal,
state and institutional policies and practices. There is a compelling need
for new and more accurate methodologies for assessing all aspects and
components of students’ financial need. Simply put, the high-tuition,
high-loan approach—not to be confused with an effective high-tuition,
high-need-based-grant approach—to higher education finance does not
appear to be working. If appropriations to institutions from state and
local governments continue to constitute a reduced portion of institu-
tional revenues, standards of equity would require that adequate amounts
of need-based grants to offset tuition increases be targeted for, and made
accessible to, students with demonstrated need—that is, accurately as-
sessed by improved methodologies—through federal, state, and institu-
tional programs and policies. Adequate funding for access to postsec-
ondary education is still not an entitlement for poor and working-class
students in our nation. It appears that our postsecondary system may con-
tinue to serve as an instrument of class reproduction until these chal-
lenges are directly and effectively addressed.

Notes
'We describe the refinements to the model and our reasons for making these refine-

ments in the endnotes in this section.
2“Others” includes primarily Caucasians, who represent over 80% of the entire
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NPSAS sample, plus Native Americans and Alaskan Natives, who account for only 0.7%
of the sample.

3When available, it is desirable to have variables related to high-school achievement
(grades or achievement test scores). However, because these measures can be highly cor-
related with college grades, their absence in the NPSAS database is not considered very
problematic.

“In the previous model, students in private colleges were compared to students in pub-
lic colleges (St. John et al., 1996). However, because attending private colleges and tu-
ition were highly correlated in the samples used in this study, we decided to leave this
variable out of this version of the model.

5This represents one of the refinements of this version of the financial nexus model.
In the original version of the model, students with no reported grades were combined
with students who had B averages (e.g., St. John et al., 1996). The approach used here
for coding students with no reported grades produces a more refined model which both
retains all students without reported grades in the sample and avoids co-mingling these
observations with those B-average students that constitute the majority of students in the
comparison group.

6Each of these variables was divided by 1,000 in the logistic models.

TThis represents a third refinement of the previous model. In previous studies, sepa-
rate measures for housing and food costs were used; however, those students with no re-
ported living expenses were inadvertently coded as having zero expenses—which could
have introduced some measurement error into the data. To correct for this, in this model
we used a composite measure of living costs for food and housing developed and calcu-
lated by the National Center for Education Statistics as part of the NPSAS87 database.
Fortunately, results using the NCES composite measure are highly consistent with those
obtained in previous studies— that is, living costs had a significant and substantial neg-
ative effect on persistence in both the current and previous studies.

8Although NPSAS87 oversampled students with various characteristics—such as
those from minority groups—in order to study trends in costs and aid for such groups,
we used the weights computed by NCES to redistribute the observations so they were
once again representative of the distribution in the overall population (NCES, 1993,
p. 3).

9Year-to-year persistence is complicated by the fact that students are more likely to
transfer between academic years. Several researchers have noted that within-year persis-
tence is an appropriate outcome for persistence research (e.g., Carroll, 1987; St. John,
1999).

10Students living off campus probably have somewhat more opportunity to control, or
constrain, their living costs in the areas of housing and food, when compared to students
living on campus. However, even though many students who live on campus must ad-
dress constraints based on housing contracts and meal plans, students can establish on-
campus living arrangements that do allow for some control over such costs, especially
for those who select no meal plans or alternative meal plans that permit students to econ-
omize on their expenses.

'The R, ? statistic is computed as follows: R; 2 = {(model X?) / [(model X?) + (-2 Log
D1}

12Washington has a high percentage of Asian Americans, many of whom are recent
immigrants from Southeast Asia.

13Being male was significant and positive at a 0.05 level in the first and third models,
but barely slipped (0.001) below this level of significance in step two. Therefore, among
low-income students, males were more likely to persist than females.

14We reach this conclusion because of the findings about the impact of fixed prices, as
discussed below.

I>We reach this conclusion about debt because of the findings about student aid
below.
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16Because we have not emphasized the “goodness-of-fit” of the models in our inter-
pretations of results, we note here that all such measures provide evidence to support the
predictive “quality” of the models. For example, as shown across all models in Table 3,
the model chi-square statistics were significant at the level of .001 for every step in every
model estimated in this study. And other goodness-of-fit measures—such as the Somer’s
D and R% —ranged from 65 to 70% and 21 to 29%, respectively, for the final versions of
each model.
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