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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to determine specific barriers that prevent students in a 

high-achieving low-income (HALI) school from applying to selective colleges and universities. 

Currently, there is a drastically lower number of HALI students applying to the most selective 

higher education institutions (HEIs) in the United States in comparison to their equally 

academically successful high income peers. Prior research has shown that there are many known 

barriers that hinder HALI students from submitting their applications to selective HEIs, but there 

is no current research about the most persistent barrier that affects application submission. 

Therefore, this study is looking to find if the lack of HALI student applications to selective HEIs 

primarily stems from negative self-perceptions of ability, a lack of awareness of selective HEIs, 

or a misconception of the selectivity of HEIs. More specific knowledge of student experiences 

before and during the college application process can be used to better inform supports for HALI 

students leading up to and during the college application process.  
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Introduction 
There are many known barriers that affect the difference in application behavior of HALI 

high school students and their higher income counterparts. Despite having similar academic 

backgrounds and qualifications, students from low-income communities often do not apply to 

selective HEIs which generally have more resources and support to guide students toward 

graduation and a successful career. This research was performed to provide specific 

recommendations to narrow the gap in socioeconomic diversity of selective HEI student 

populations in order to support students in college and beyond. This paper will give a brief 

overview of existing research in the field, noting the application submission gap, recruitment 

efforts of selective institutions, and reasons for differences in application behavior, followed by 

an analysis of surveyed subject responses regarding awareness and perception of acceptance to a 

variety of HEIs. Looking at the two in conjunction with one another, it becomes clear that HALI 

students, especially from a selective high school, have great confidence in their ability to be 

admitted to selective colleges and universities, but often are not aware of the options available to 

them or the correct selectivity classification of the institution.  

Literature Review  
There is a drastically low number of low-income students enrolled in top higher 

education institutions in comparison to the high-income peers. Only 3% of students at the top 

146 highly selective colleges come from families in the bottom socioeconomic quartile, and only 

10% coming from the bottom half. Not only do these numbers highlight the stark disparity and 

lack of socioeconomic diversity in top colleges, but it also has severe implications for the 

low-income students who apply and attend HEIs of low selectivity. Students who attend selective 



HIGH -ACHIEVING LOW-INCOME STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF UNIVERSITIES
              4 

HEIs have a greater likelihood of graduating on time and generally have greater access to 

graduate school and higher-paying careers (Carnevale, 2003).  

Selective HEIs desperately try to recruit HALI students in order to increase the 

socioeconomic diversity on campus. Despite efforts to minimize financial barriers that keep 

HALI students from attending selective HEIs, they still enroll a stagnant HALI population. It is 

known that the majority of these students come from large metropolitan areas where there are 

teachers, resources, and a peer-culture of attending selective HEIs, and that the barrier for 

enrolling these students is the lack of applications to these schools. Due to the lack of 

applications, selective HEIs believe that the number of HALI students is limited, disregarding 

the widespread lack of awareness of selective HEIs among HALI students (Vedantam, 2013). 

Application behavior of HALI students can be characterized as income-typical or 

achievement-typical. In a study that is referenced in Vedantam’s NPR article, Hoxby and Avery 

explore the differences in application behavior. They find that there is a correlation between 

HALI students in large metropolitan areas, who generally follow achievement-typical application 

behavior, and HALI students who do not reside in large metropolitan areas, who generally follow 

income-typical application behavior. Because metropolitan areas generally have higher 

concentrations of high-achieving students - selective high school options or larger high schools 

that has a more diverse population of students - these students apply to selective HEIs at higher 

rates. In addition, these high schools have many more opportunities for their students, often 

having more colleges within a reasonable distance for a field trip, or ample afterschool programs 

that can assist with the college application process (Hoxby, 2012). 
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The largest difference between HALI students and their higher-income peers is in 

the college application stage, rather than the admissions or matriculation decision stages of 

the college process. Much of the difference stems from the lack of information and 

understanding of HEIs for HALI students, for example differentiating sticker and net price, 

sifting through the large amount of information about HEIs, and the application process overall. 

Through the research, it was found that by putting interventions in place cause HALI students to 

behave differently during the college application process, leading to a larger number of 

applications to resource-intensive HEIs. Through these interventions, students were given 

information in order to form more accurate expectations and opinions of colleges, leading to a 

diminished importance of information from family and friends (Hoxby, 2015).  

Data  

Context 
This research took place at George Washington Carver High School of Engineering and 

Science (HSES), a special-admissions STEM public school in the School District of Philadelphia 

that serves students in grades 7-12. For students in the School District of Philadelphia, it is a 

requirement to apply to high school in 8th grade, with each having a different set of admission 

requirements. For students to be admitted to HSES, they are required to have all As and Bs on 

their report card, minimal latenesses and absences, no suspensions/negative behavior, and score 

in the 80th percentile of the required state standardized tests (PSSA). For this reason, all students 

who attend HSES can be considered high-achieving. In addition to the student population, the 

school has a cohort graduation rate of 95% and an SAT/ACT College and Career Readiness 

Benchmark of 100% (PA School Performance Profile). According to the school’s website, the 
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Class of 2017 had a college acceptance rate of 100% and over $12.9 million in scholarships. This 

shows that not only is the school one that is filled with academically-motivated students, but also 

is one that promotes a culture of pursuing post-secondary education.  

In addition, the school is situated in North Philadelphia, with 61% of students being 

considered economically disadvantaged, making it a Title 1 School. This means that the school 

has “high numbers or high percentages of children from low-income families to help ensure that 

all children meet challenging state academic standards” (PA School Performance Profile). 

Additionally, all students in the School District of Philadelphia are eligible for free lunch. For 

this reason, this study does not pinpoint students who qualify as low-income, but looks at the 

population as one that is generally of low-income circumstances. 

In order to narrow the study’s focus, the chosen school is one that has a lot of resources, 

eliminating some of the barriers that prevent other HALI from applying to selective colleges. For 

example, the school offers numerous AP courses, with HSES receiving a 100 on the PA School 

Performance Profile’s AP, IB, or College Credit criteria. In addition, there are two very active 

and involved guidance counselors who are employed at the school. They are active in the school 

community, and the administration organizes time where they can speak to all of the students in 

the school regarding the college application process, registering for and reviewing PSAT and 

SAT scores, and activating and learning their Naviance accounts. Therefore, my study focuses 

primarily on perceptions of ability and knowledge of specific HEIs, as we already know that 

many of the known student barriers do not apply to this particular school community.  

Data Collection Procedure 
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The research study had two main phases - a field study with staff at HSES, and a survey 

of 9th and 11th grade students in English Honors classes who were on the honor roll this 

academic year. The field study took the form of conversations with Joe Newman and Ted 

Domers. Mr. Newman works specifically with the high-achieving students at the school during 

the application process, supporting them in college research, applications, and interviews and Dr. 

Domers is the principal of the school. During these conversations, we spoke of the barriers that 

they perceived their students to have in hopes of determining any disconnect between their ideas 

and student input collected from student survey data. For the second survey phase, 21 students 

completed an in-depth survey that asked them (1) to rate how important it is for colleges to focus 

on certain aspects, such as research, career readiness, and economic needs, (2) self- report honor 

roll status, (3) report HEIs that they would like to apply to in senior year, whether they believed 

they were a reach, target, or safety school, and if they believe they would be accepted to the 

school, and (4) report their knowledge and perceptions of a list of eleven HEIs. Students were 

told that “selectivity” is referred to as “the percentage of students who are admitted to a 

college/university after applying.”  For data analysis, only students who reported receiving honor 

roll were used - 16 students, eight from 9th grade and eight from 11th grade.  

Analysis 

After collecting and compiling the data, there were a series of tests performed on the 

information. Part one of the survey asked students to rate how important it is for colleges to 

focus on aspects of college life, such as diversity or student economic need. For this section of 

the survey, I took the average of each category in order to see the overall importance that 

students place on each of the aspects. Part two of the survey asked students to report HEIs that 
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they would like to apply to in senior year, whether they believed they were a reach, target, or 

safety HEI, and if they believe they would be accepted there. For this section of the survey, I 

calculated the average number of HEIs that students know they will apply to, sectioned into 9th 

vs. 11th grade students and counted (1) the total number of HEIs reported, (2) the number of ivy 

league schools reported, and (3) the number of extremely selective HEIs reported. For the final 

section of the survey, students were asked to report their knowledge and perceptions of a list of 

eleven higher education institutions. I calculated the number and percentage of students who 

heard of each institution, the number and percentage of students who correctly chose the 

selectivity of the school, and the number and percentage of students who perceived that they 

would be accepted to the school upon applying in senior year. In addition, I read through the 

students’ explanations to highlight themes and common responses of students in order to further 

understand their perceptions of acceptance and selectivity.  

Results 
Informal Interviews with Carver HSES Staff. 
During informal interviews with Carver HSES staff, particularly Joe Newman, who 

works primarily with high-achieving students at Carver HSES with college choice, applications, 

interviews, scholarships and more, I discovered three main aspects that affect student decisions 

during the college application process: knowledge, lack of enrichment programs, and financial 

barriers. Because many students at Carver HSES and who are from low-income communities are 

more likely to be first generation college students, there is a severe lack of knowledge 

surrounding the college process. These students do not have sufficient parental guidance to 

correctly guide their choices and decisions made during the college application and matriculation 

period. Additionally, there is a lack of awareness and knowledge of the available options among 
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students, in addition to their fixation on ivy league institutions. Newman spoke of an anecdote 

about a student who did not want to matriculate to a selective school (25% acceptance rate) that 

offered her a full ride because it was not an ivy league institution. This highlighted the culture 

and mentality that drove students to apply to, and be feel compelled to, apply to ivy league 

institutions.  

Another barrier that influenced student decisions was the lack of enrichment programs to 

strengthen their application. Newman mentioned that many HALI student hold a job out of 

necessity which prevents them from enrolling in, or being actively involved in, afterschool 

enrichment programs. Not only does this weaken a student’s application from a college 

admissions standpoint, but it also takes away valuable time for self-exploration and guidance 

through the admissions process. These are circumstances that are generally more prevalent in 

low-income communities, and therefore could have a larger effect on the disparity between 

HALI students and their higher income peers.  

Finally, Newman mentioned the real issues of financial hardship during the college 

matriculation process. Although separate from college application behavior, it was insightful to 

hear about the college matriculation decisions of Carver HSES students, and how it is financially 

dependent. For example, he spoke of a student who got a full ride to a school that accepts nearly 

100% of applicants, with offers from other selective HEIs. The student chose to attend the less 

selective school because of the financial restraints of his family. Although not directly related to 

application behavior, it sheds light on barriers that HALI students face when making college 

decisions, which could also be linked to where students apply - if a student perceives a school as 

out of their price range, they may not see the point in applying to that school in the first place. 
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Survey Part One. 
After analyzing data from part one, I found that students highly valued career access and 

student support/resources in a college, closely followed by economic need of students. In 

addition, students viewed legacy and athletics as the least important focuses of a college. During 

the survey, about half of students asked for clarification on what legacy meant, proving that it 

may be useful for students to have a better understanding of terms used in higher education, and 

how it affects them during the college application and enrollment process. In addition, once 

students have a thorough understanding of these concepts, it would be important for students to 

have additional time to self-reflect on what is most important to them, and be aware of these 

aspects while searching for the most suitable HEI. Table 1 shows a comprehensive list of college 

focus criteria, along with the average importance ranking, with  1 = not important at all, 10 = 

extremely important.  

Table 1: 

College Focus Criteria Importance 

Diversity 7.6 

Economic Need of Students 8.2 

Legacy 4.3 

Student Support/Resources 8.8 

Internships 7.4 

Career Access 9.3 

Research 7.8 

Athletics 5.6 

Supporting the Community 6.9 
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Survey Part Two. 
 

After analyzing data from part two, I found that there was little difference between the 

9th grade and 11th grade students in terms of the average number of HEIs that they knew they 

wanted to apply to during senior year. For example, 9th grade students reported an average of 4 

colleges, whereas 11th grade students reported an average of 4.125 colleges. This shows a very 

small difference between students in 9th and 11th grade, which suggests a gap in this time. 

Potential explanations could be that school supports toward self-exploration and knowledge 

during the college application process are either not present between 9th and 11th grade, or are 

ineffective at meeting students’ needs. Additionally, students were asked to rate the colleges by 

whether they thought they were a reach, target, or safety school for them. Two 9th grade students 

reported that they were unaware of those terms, which again reflects a lack of knowledge of 

college terms used during the application process. Without the ability to evaluate HEIs for their 

alignment with applicant requirements, students are more likely to apply to HEIs that do not 

match their ability of admittance.  

When looking at the chosen HEIs, there were 30 different colleges mentioned with 65 

votes in total by all of the students. Of these 30, 13 had a Fall 2016 acceptance rate of under 20% 

(35/65 votes) and 7 of those 13 were Ivy League institutions (21/65 votes). The top 5 mentioned 

HEIs can be found in Table 2, with all of them being located in the Northeast section of the 

United States.  

Table 2: 

Higher 
Education 
Institution 

Number of 
Times 

Reported 

Percentage 
of All 

Reported 
Schools (65) 

Selectivity 
(According to 

U.S. News 
and World 

Ivy League Northeast 
US 
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Report)  

University of 
Pennsylvania 

10  
 
 

15% 9% 
(Extremely 
Selective) 

Yes Yes 

Drexel 
University 

8  
 
 

12% 75% 
(Moderately 
Selective) 

No Yes 

Temple 
University 

7  11% 52% 
(Moderately 
Selective) 

No Yes 

Princeton 
University 

5  8% 7% 
(Extremely 
Selective) 

Yes Yes 

Massachusetts 
Institute of 
Technology 

4  6% 8% 
(Extremely 
Selective) 

No Yes 

 
Survey Part 3. 

 
After analyzing data from part three, I found that there is a great lack of awareness of 

selective higher education institutions that are located outside of the city of Philadelphia, with 

ivy league schools being an exception (as found in part two). As seen in Table 3, Temple 

University, University of Pennsylvania, and Community College of Philadelphia were the top 

three most heard of colleges, with an awareness rate of over 90%. Other selective HEIs, such as 

Swarthmore College or Haverford College, which are located within an hour of HSES, had under 

a 65% awareness rate. One exception is Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), which had 

an 88% awareness rate. One possible explanation for this gap would be MIT’s  focus on STEM 

fields, matched with the population of HALI students at a STEM magnet high school.  
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After looking at the perceptions of college selectivity, I found that there was little pattern 

between the type of school and how knowledgeable students were about the selectivity of it. This 

may be because of the vague nature of the word “selectivity,” and what each of the categories 

entailed. Students still seemed to have difficulty with selecting the correct selectivity option for 

Community College of Philadelphia, despite almost all explanations including that anyone can 

be admitted to the college. This, again, shows a lack of understanding of college terms, which 

inhibits students from making strong choices when thinking about colleges. 

After analyzing student explanations for different themes, I found that an overwhelming 

number of students viewed their high school grades as a positive addition to ensuring their 

admittance (52 mentions) whereas SAT/ACT scores were seen as a negative inhibitor of their 

acceptance (10 mentions). The student’s view on standardized test scores was not positive in the 

aid of the college application process. Additionally, it was mentioned 8 times that students made 

choices on the survey based off of knowledge of someone who either did, or did not, get into a 

certain school. For example, one student wrote that “my brother did not get into [Penn State], 

whereas another wrote that Haverford College is moderately selective because his/her “friend is 

going there and she is smart.”  

 
Table 3: 

Higher 
Education 
Institution 

# of 
Students 
Heard 

(16) 

% of 
Students 
Heard of 

# of 
Students 

with 
Correct 

Selectivity 

% of 
Students 

with 
Correct 

Selectivity 

# of 
Students 
Perceived 

Acceptance 

% of 
Students 
Perceived 

Acceptance 

Location 

Temple 
University 
 
52%: 

16 100% 14 88% 15 94% Philadelphia 
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Moderately 
Selective/ 
Selective 

University of 
Pennsylvania 
 
9%: 
Extremely 
Selective 

16 100% 13 81% 7 44% Philadelphia 

Penn State 
University 
(Main 
Campus) 
 
56%: 
Moderately 
Selective 

11 69% 4 36% 10 91% Central PA 

Swarthmore 
College 
 
13%: 
Extremely 
Selective 

8 50% 3 38% 5 63% Suburbs of 
Philadelphia 

Community 
College of 
Philadelphia 
 
100%: Not 
Selective 

15 94% 10 67% 14 93% Philadelphia 

Haverford 
College 
 
21%: 
Extremely 
Selective/ 
Selective 

10 63% 6 60% 5 50% Suburbs of 
Philadelphia 

Massachusetts 
Institute of 
Technology 

14 88% 13 93% 2 14% Outside of 
PA 
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8%: 
Extremely 
Selective 

Bloomsburg 
University  
 
78%: 
Moderately 
Selective/Not 
Selective 

6 38% 6 100% 5 83% Central PA 

United States 
Naval 
Academy 
 
8%: 
Extremely 
Selective 

4 25% 2 50% 2 50% Outside of 
PA 

University of 
Chicago 
 
8%: 
Extremely 
Selective 

5 31% 2 40% 2 40% Outside of 
PA 

Vanderbilt 
University 
 
11%: 
Extremely 
Selective 

2 13% 0 0% 2 100% Outside of 
PA 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Based off of research findings, there are many supports that could be put into place by 

either schools, libraries, after school enrichment programs, etc. that could assist HALI students 

in the college application process and appropriately matching them to a selective college. One of 
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the main things to focus on would be extending the reach of awareness that students have for 

HEIs, particularly supplementing cultural and social knowledge with evidence of school quality 

so students form accurate perceptions of HEIs. In conjunction with this is the finding that 

students are more aware of colleges in the area in which they live. As a result, educational 

programs aimed at helping HALI students in the college application process should highlight 

selective HEIs both in their intermediate, surrounding, and outside of their intermediate areas. In 

showing students the vastness of options available to them, students will be more likely to apply 

to selective colleges, rather than falling back on the only HEIs that they are aware of, hopefully 

leading to a better college match over time.  

Although this study looked a HALI students relative to the context in which they attend 

school, it would be helpful to see if their perceptions of SAT/ACT scores being lower than 

admissions expectations are (1) justified, or (2) if they just perceive them to be lower than what a 

selective school would like. If these feelings are justified, more pinpointed standardized test prep 

may be necessary through classroom instruction or enrichment programs, but if these feelings are 

due to incorrect perceptions,  

There were some limitations in the way that this study was designed and performed that 

could affect the way that students answered survey questions. For example, this study is unique 

because of its student population being HALI students within a selective, high-achieving school. 

For that reason, the culture of that particular school could have played a large role in what 

students know about college, and how they perceive themselves in selective colleges. For 

example, the results may differ if the same study was administered to HALI students in a public 

neighborhood high school, or even to the students considered lower-achieving at Carver HSES, 
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as they are still higher achieving than most Philadelphia students, but viewed as lower-achieving 

in their context. This creates the difference between many existing studies, which use GPA and 

SAT scores to determine which students are “high-achieving,” and this study, which looks at 

students relative to the context of the population in which they achieve.  

In addition, a redesign of this study would include more specific information and 

questions on the survey. For example, “Have you heard of this school?” would change from a 

yes/no question to one with a likert scale. Many students would select “yes” because the name 

sounds familiar, without actually having any knowledge of the school - as shown by their 

explanations and comments. This may be important to study further in order to see where college 

knowledge is primarily coming from - advertisements, self-research, school-guided research, 

family/friends, etc. A redesign would also narrow and specify the interpretation of what selective 

is. In its present form, students are told that “selectivity is referred to the percentage of students 

who are admitted to a college/university after applying.” Not only is this a somewhat incorrect 

way to look at school strength, as the numbers are fluid and can be warped (for example, some 

HEIs use incomplete applications toward their total and others only using completed ones), but it 

is not a common way that a high school student views a college. In further research, the survey 

may ask how strong the school is academically, holistically, or in athletics, depending on the data 

that needs to be studied. Additionally, when students were asked to differentiate colleges by 

“extremely selective, selective, moderately selective, and not selective,” they were not given 

criteria to specify what each of the options referred to. For example, one student’s “selective” 

may be another’s “moderately selective.”  
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Overall, HALI student perceptions and awareness of selective higher education 

institutions cannot be generalized from this research study; however, the student population 

studied can be transferable to other HALI students who attend selective magnet high schools. 

Using the data and its subsequent analysis, faculty at these types of schools can pinpoint 

interventions that will help their students before and during the college application process to 

provide students with more information, in quantity and accuracy, about types of college options 

available to them. Therefore, between higher education initiatives to increase socioeconomic 

diversity in their student populations and increased 9-12 efforts to bring awareness to students, 

the numbers of HALI student applications will ideally increase, therefore leading to a larger 

population matriculating into these types of institutions. 
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