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ABSTRACT 

 
This dissertation as an exploratory study examined the characteristics of the students of a 

charter school participating in a partnership with a university located in an improving low 

socioeconomic environment in the northeastern U.S., which has been dedicated to providing 

educational opportunities to the underserved. This dissertation also discerned the configuration, 

processes, goals, future, and challenges of a charter network as it relates to a partnership. In 

addition, this dissertation aimed to provide the following: some understanding to the 

phenomenon (for example, changes/present key issues in higher education) at hand; insight 

regarding structural factors which may or may not be impediments for the students; and, 

understanding if the goals and objectives set forth within the partnership could serve as a model 

to address affordability and access. This exploratory study on the partnership supported the 

continuation of investigation into the effectiveness of direct university-charter school 

partnerships. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Problem Statement 

 During his administration, President Obama became increasingly aggressive in bringing 

awareness to two major higher education issues: affordability (or the lack thereof) and access. 

While other issues tie into these primary two issues, graduation rates, prospective earnings post-

graduation, philanthropic donations, and a college rating system were topics of discussion in the 

White House during Obama’s presidency.  

The issue that President Obama brought to the forefront was access, specifically the 

availability of a higher education to students from low-income neighborhoods. Many of these 

students are first generation, meaning they are the first to complete a baccalaureate degree in 

their immediate family. They are also significantly underrepresented and underserved at many 

universities. “By age twenty-four, only ten percent of students from the lowest socioeconomic 

quartile have earned bachelor’s degrees, compared with seventy-one percent from those in the 

top quartile, according to the Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education” 

(Hebel, 2007). The problems contributing to the underrepresentation, from enrollment to degree 

attainment, are those that the government and higher education leaders believe can be fixed. 

 President Obama’s wife, Michelle, related to a high school audience her experience as a 

first-generation student. While she did mention her academic accolades and successes, such as 

earning two Ivy League degrees, she focused on the idea that having a first-generation status 

does not have to serve as a roadblock against academic, personal, and professional opportunities. 

She stated that she “couldn’t afford to go on a bunch of college visits, hire a personal tutor, enroll 

in SAT prep classes” (Stratford M. , 2013, p. 1) because her family did not have the money.  

 Cost is certainly a factor in the college-choice process. The recent focus on affordability 

in higher education today for first generation low-income, yet academically talented, students has 

morphed into a challenge for institutions. The challenge, issued by Obama and his officials 

during his presidency, is to develop a plethora of programs that are scholarship based or that will 

generate university/college partnerships that can be sustained for the long-term and assist in 

helping these students pay for college.  



 2 
 

Scholarship programs in the states of Delaware, Idaho, New Jersey, and Maine are just 

some of the few and increasing through which universities develop financial assistance and 

literacy awareness opportunities specifically for those identified as underrepresented/low-

socioeconomic.  Scholarship programs are attempting to cut down on cost drastically or 

eliminate it altogether. For example, Delaware, Idaho, and Maine pay for high school students to 

take the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT). They are also using their resources to send their 

population of low-income student’s packets of admission materials, from even elite and selective 

institutions that may consider waiving application fees. The packets not only include education 

material from prestigious institutions like Stanford, but also words of encouragement and 

academic praise from Governors and the state’s Education Secretary. Therefore, even if full 

scholarships cannot be granted, states are beginning to think innovatively to inform, attract, and 

lure these low-income students to some of the nation’s best education arenas. Another example is 

Wellesley College, located in Wellesley, Massachusetts, which is known as a top school for 

women and enrolls a large number of low-income students. Wellesley focused on financial 

literacy; creating a calculator that shows low-income and middle class students their small 

financial contribution should they attend the college.  

 Rutgers University-Camden in New Jersey recently announced they, too, would proceed 

with a program that will cover tuition for low-income students. The new tuition program, called 

Bridging the Gap, began in 2016 with its first cohort. For the students that come from households 

that make sixty thousand dollars or less, all of their tuition and fees after federal grants will be 

covered. For the students that come from households with greater than sixty thousand dollars of 

income or better, half of their tuition and fees after federal grants will be covered. The program 

is renewable, annually, and will focus on encouraging students to work less and focus on school. 

Craig Westman, the associate chancellor for enrollment management, said, “He expects more 

than half of the full-time freshmen at Rutgers next fall will qualify” (Rutgers-Camden to cover 

tuition for low-income students, 2016). Besides this new program, many strikingly similar 

models are being adopted. The University of Texas-El Paso (UTEP) has a program for its low-

income students but the family income criterion is different, being set at thirty thousand dollars 

or less. Although the trend of scholarship and financial literacy awareness based programs for 

low-income/underrepresented students is growing, one organization garnering more attention 

recently has been the KIPP, or the Knowledge is Power Program.  
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KIPP focuses on a set of operating principles called the Five Pillars, which includes the 

following: choice and commitment, more time (i.e. extended days, weeks, and year; additional 

opportunity to be successful), power to lead; focus on results, and commitment to excellence. 

Each is uniquely different but, combined they together drive/create high expectations for KIPP 

with regard to academic achievement and personal growth (Five Pillars, n.d.). This program has 

two hundred schools across the United States encompassing nearly eighty thousand students. The 

KIPP Network is organized by three groups: seventy-one elementary schools, ninety that serve 

those in grades five through eight, and lastly, twenty-two high schools. In reference to 

academics, KIPP students generally enter the program behind two/three class levels but they are 

provided a support system/services (i.e. qualify for free and reduced meals and receive special 

education services) that leads to the attendees going to college at twice the rate of other students, 

specifically in Philadelphia (About KIPP, n.d.).  

 About ninety-seven percent of the students of KIPP identify as African-American or 

Hispanic. The KIPP Philadelphia Schools include one elementary school, two middle schools, 

and one high school. The total number of students served within all four units is slightly above 

sixteen thousand. By 2019, KIPP Philadelphia plans to have ten schools total, serving four 

thousand and four hundred students in North and West Philadelphia. The KIPP Network 

breakdown would be four elementary, four middle, and two high schools, all of which will feed 

into each other. The transition would be Kindergarten through fourth grade, into fifth through 

eighth, then ninth through twelfth. The expansion plan/projected growth would lead to thirty-six 

percent of more low income children of color being admitted to college (Our Expansion Plans, 

n.d.). In reference to KIPP’s admission, it is important to keep in mind that acceptance is 

determined by a lottery system that does not consider criteria such as a student’s disciplinary 

record (if applicable), socio-economic background, or academic history/performance (KIPP 

Philadelphia Schools, n.d.). 

Besides the states and accompanying institutions that have created the scholarship and 

financial literacy programming, UniversityX, which is located in an improving low 

socioeconomic environment in the United States Northeast, has been dedicated to providing 

educational opportunities to the underserved. Collaborating with community leaders and groups, 

along with prospective donors/philanthropist, has been imperative to UniversityX to help 

facilitate programs that will ensure it is improving the well-being of the neighboring community. 
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UniversityX created a scholarship program, called the Burgeoning Scholarship Program (BSP), 

which awards financial assistance to two hundred and fifty students from the low socioeconomic 

environment surrounding the university over a ten-year period. The number of students getting 

assistance is close to those from the small state of Delaware. The hope is that larger states follow 

Delaware’s and/or UniversityX’s model. As a small state, Delaware typically has nine thousand 

high school seniors. Of that number, eighty are candidates for admission to elite colleges and 

three hundred are admitted to other four-year colleges (Leonhardt, 2013, p. 2).  

UniversityX’s scholarships are for four years. The program started in the fall 2011 

semester. Only freshman are part of this program. They must be from four zip codes in close 

proximity to the university. For the sake of this study, the zip codes will go unmentioned. Each 

scholarship is worth $5,000 a year and will primarily meet needs not covered by financial aid, 

which includes loans, aid provided by the institution, and other forms of scholarships. 

Many students who are considered to have a high-level of academic prowess do not apply 

to competitive schools like UniversityX. Hoxby and Avery of Harvard in a study found that only 

thirty-four percent of high achieving high school seniors in the bottom fourth of the income 

distribution attended any of the country’s two hundred and thirty-eight most selective colleges. 

Many who do not apply live in smaller metropolitan areas (Leonhardt, 2013, p. 2). 

 Should more students apply, the next concern would be the new pressures colleges would 

have regarding their budgets. Recruiting more low-income students would impact cost and time. 

That said, if programs like those in Delaware, Idaho, Maine or at UniversityX are successful at 

accomplishing the goals set forth by President Obama, the analysis and research of such 

programs might prove that the return on investment will outweigh any cost. Having said that, the 

issues of undermatching, student networks, and university recruitment strategies remain. 

In recent years, the issue of access to higher education for low-income academically 

talented students has resulted in institutions attempting to develop programs where the majority 

of the cost was not going to be an issue. Such programs attempt to help with diversifying a 

university’s enrollment and student community, which, in reference to an institution’s profile, 

bodes well for the recruitment process. That said, in his article, “Study says many highly talented 

low-income students never apply to top colleges”, Jaschik states the following: 

The nation’s most elite colleges and universities have in recent 

years added numerous programs to help students from low-income 

backgrounds enroll. Moreover, at many such institutions, low-
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income students would not need to pay anything, or would have to 

make only very small contributions to an annual tab (Jaschick, 

2012, p. 1). 

 

In 2010, nearly one quarter of UniversityX’s students were from the city in which the 

university is located. Nationally though, a few colleges like Wellesley and states such as 

Delaware are creating programs/tools to combat the small enrollment numbers of low-income 

students at highly selective institutions.  

There are a few sub-issues stemming from the availability of programs to help students 

from low-income backgrounds. The first issue is when academically superior and talented low-

income students avoid competitive schools because they do not think they will be admitted. In an 

article, “White House officials discuss low-income recruitment with university presidents”, 

Michael Stratford highlights undermatching. Undermatching is defined as “when high-achieving 

low-income students don’t apply to the competitive colleges where they would likely be 

accepted” (Stratford, 2013, p. 1). White House officials Gene Sperling and James Kvaal, on 

President Obama’s behalf, met with some of the top leaders in October of 2013 from prestigious 

institutions to gauge present and future initiatives to recruit these academically talented low-

income students. The takeaway was realizing that many low socioeconomic students are unaware 

that selective colleges are options and they could be admissible.  

 The second issue is that these students generally do not have a network or connection to 

someone who could relate, who perhaps was academically talented and superior to most, yet 

from a low-income family/neighborhood, and matriculated at a selective institution. Hoxby and 

Avery stated, “most of these students are unlikely to have met a teacher, counselor, or older 

student who ever attended a selective college” (Jaschick, 2012, p. 1).  

 Lastly, the recruitment patterns/strategies of universities to find these academically 

talented students worry researchers. Are high schools with potentially superior academically 

talented students in low-income communities going un-noticed? Do expectations exist? Is there a 

reliance on high schools that have a track record of supplying institutions with academically 

talented low-income students instead of exhausting locations already in the pipeline?  

Hoxby and Avery write “their students are already so recruited by selective colleges that 

further recruitment may merely shift students among similar, selective colleges, not cause 

students to change their college-going behavior in more fundamental ways” (Jaschick, 2012, p. 
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1). Hoxby and Avery believe that there is a lot of hidden and undiscovered academic talent that 

is worth the additional time and cost it would take to find these students. Both researchers, when 

mentioning college-going behavior, also indirectly bring to the forefront the college-choice 

process with regard to selecting a college, which variables to consider, and the good and/or bad 

perceptions that impact one’s decision-making ability. Brought to the forefront also was the 

importance of developing programs for talented low-income students and reaching these 

individuals is important. More programs are needed.  

We need to redouble our efforts to reach as many families as 

possible to help them understand how it is that you can afford to 

have a good public higher education. That is a message that 

honestly is not getting out there the way it should, said Sally 

Mason, former president of the University of Iowa 2007-2015. 

(Stratford M., 2013, p. 1) 

 

The larger issue is the future. Low-income/underrepresented students, generally those 

who are of color, should they not get the assistance needed, impact the economy, long-term. 

“The pattern contributes to income inequality and holds down social mobility, economists say” 

(Leonhardt, 2013, p. 1). It would seem that it is in the best interest of us all for a variety of 

programming to be developed, executed, and assessed, in order to gauge what is working or 

could work to assist these students as reasonably as possible.  

Besides creating a scholarship program, in addition to a separate innovative plan that 

started in 2014 that attempts to ensure a student graduates in four years with proper support and 

services, UniversityX also established a college partnership with KIPP. This partnership, 

established in the summer of 2015, attempts to provide college readiness, matriculation, and 

graduation. In addition, both parties are intentional with providing support and the proper 

organizational structure to improve graduation rates for first-generation students. Assessment is 

also a key component of the partnership as well. Nearly seventy partnerships are in place, with 

the majority of the schools residing in Texas (College Partnerships, n.d.).  

KIPP has a holistic approach in which their students are actually on the path to college 

from day one. KIPP Through College (KTC) is designed to assist with navigating high school, 

prepare for college entry, etcetera, so that they can take full advantage, for example, of a 

partnership (KIPP Through College, n.d.). 
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Although programs like the BSP are growing, do college partnerships with organizations 

that approach the college-choice process in a more holistic way, K-16, bode better for those 

deemed as underrepresented/low socioeconomic?  

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to identify characteristics of the students in the Knowledge 

is Power Program (KIPP), specifically their partnership with UniversityX. In addition, this study 

aimed to provide some understanding to the phenomenon (i.e. changes/present key issues in 

higher education) at hand, shed light onto the structural factors which may or may not be 

progress impediments for the students and to discover if the goals and objectives set forth within 

the KIPP UniversityX partnership serve as a model to address affordability and access. My 

primary research question is aimed at the KIPP program students, as their graduates (KIPP 

Alumni) transition to college. My primary research question is: what are the central motivating 

factors for African-American and Hispanic students once they have elected to pursue an 

undergraduate degree? Do those factors affect their academic aspirations in the manner in which 

they pursue them (i.e. use resources, study hard, etc.)? 

In the article, “KIPP Students Found to have Edge in Academics But Not Attitude”, 

Liana Heitin found mixed achievement results, specifically at the high school level. Heitin 

reported, in a study commissioned by KIPP but conducted by Mathematica Policy Research, that 

in high schools, the impact was mixed. “The impact was statistically significantly positive for 

those students who were new to KIPP. But for students who attended a KIPP middle school, 

going to a KIPP high school did not have an added benefit” (Heitin, 2015). From this report, one 

finding was that there is no statistical significance in the area of motivation, engagement, 

behavior, or educational aspirations should the minority student stay within the KIPP system, 

elementary-middle-high school. 

The purpose of this study was to not focus on the lack of motivation effects from middle 

to high school within the KIPP system. Rather, it was to learn and understand the motivation, 

engagement, behavior, or educational aspirations of KIPP alumni as they enter and matriculate 

through college, specifically UniversityX.  The data collected can be used to possibly determine 

if the college partnership model with a holistic approach is more effective than a scholarship 

program with regard to the issues of access and affordability. In addition, the data collected can 



 8 
 

also add to the literature on the importance of African-American and Hispanic students being 

highly motivated in their educational/professional pursuits. This perhaps suggests that regardless 

of the programming in place to make college acceptance and navigation more likely, without 

motivation, achieving may not be possible or prove more difficult. 

Understanding the students in this program is crucial to the overall study. When thinking 

about the program, one realizes that an underrepresented population benefits from this program. 

It is the story, accomplishments, and potential failures of these students, from beginning to end 

via KIPP, which will reveal the program’s value to the students.  

Besides understanding the students, as President Obama asserted, there may be a severe 

need for programs like KIPP to tackle the key issues that exist in higher education today, 

primarily affordability and access. Obama and White House Officials were deeply concerned 

about the future of the United States and its young people during his tenure as President. They 

saw education as the pathway to success and opportunity, especially for those who are 

underrepresented and underprivileged. 

In concert with understanding the students and potential benefits of programs like KIPP, 

there is also the opportunity for additional plans to boost efforts aiming at increasing access and 

decreasing cost. That said, assessment of KIPP is key in moving forward. The feedback from 

KIPP Alumni is important – as they enter UniversityX, during their undergraduate experience, 

and post-graduation. Equally, feedback from those managing the partnership and/or who created 

it is also imperative to assess. Although this study is an early evaluation of the partnership, 

determining if KIPP’s holistic model is effective, as students transition into the college, may take 

more time. Since the beginning of this study, two academic calendar years will have passed/been 

completed (2015-2016 and 2016-2017). The evaluation focused on the students and then the 

Administrators responsible for cultivating the partnership at UniversityX. At the conclusion of 

this study, the Administrators’ feedback and anecdotal information were used to bring to the 

forefront improvements. In addition, this study suggested recommendations, new initiatives, 

and/or additional resources never thought of or considered applicable to the development of the 

partnership. As part of the secondary question, insight was sought about why there is no financial 

assistance provided within the KIPP and UniversityX partnership to its students. 

In addition, readers may find that the administrators and students involved could bring 

more insight to the college-choice process overall unintentionally. Perhaps addressing the family 
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support variable, defining it and acknowledging the perceptions that exist, other possible 

components of the college-choice process (beyond scholarship programs or models like KIPP), 

and structural factors (i.e. race) might be identified as having an impact on the process.  

 

Significance of the Study 

My exploratory study is unique given that the students and administrators are bound by a 

partnership specific to UniversityX and the small/recent number of KIPP/UniversityX Alumni. 

The study can be clearly separated from those that may be initially considered similar because of 

the demography of the participants (i.e. ninety-five percent African-American and Hispanic 

students from low-income environments) and their participation within the KIPP Through 

College (KTC) program.  

There were three main reasons for this study. Firstly, I wanted to further understand the 

perspective on scholarship and/or partnership programming that is designed to assist 

underrepresented students from low-socioeconomic environments. Preliminary research has 

found that the KIPP and UniversityX partnership does not include any financial assistance. In 

addition, the KIPP and UniversityX partnership does not focus on a student’s zip code or family 

income. The perceived added benefits from holistic approaches that support K-16, if any, along 

with if such benefits have any effects on student motivation, their level of engagement, and/or 

behavior were important topics in this study.  

Secondly, as an administrator who pays close attention to the student community, 

specifically in my own school, I am personally discouraged and disheartened by the low 

enrollment numbers of minorities at UniversityX and in higher education in general. There are 

many variables that contribute to this, but the question must always be asked: what more can the 

university and neighboring and low-income communities do to increase minority enrollment? 

Scholarship programming is a growing trend, but so are holistic approaches that support college 

partnerships. I hope that because of the data collected, this research will promote explanations 

for why talented low-income students do not always pursue selective institutions and what more 

can universities do, with regard to recruitment, to not overuse resources in areas already heavily 

exhausted.  

Finally, I serve students who struggle to display a high-level of academic prowess and 

who lack engagement. While there are a plethora of variables to contribute to these shortcomings 
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(i.e. working full-time), motivation and support, also family support via the literature, seem to 

come up in my conversations with students – the need for, lack thereof, or importance in 

continuing to receive these supports. Overall, I wanted to contribute to the body of research that 

exists about higher education, minorities/those of color, and the college-choice process but 

specifically address the roles of family support, motivation, behavior and engagement. 

 

Research Question 

When discussing research questions, it is important to bear in mind the following 

principle: “Your research questions formulate what you want to understand; your interview 

questions are what you ask people in order to gain that understanding” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 92). 

The chosen research questions were designed to give the participants, consisting of students and 

administrators, an opportunity to help us understand their perspective regarding the KTC 

program and KIPP and UniversityX partnership. Their responses provide the appropriate parties 

with data needed to create sustainable programs to give underrepresented, low-income, perceived 

at-risk populations an opportunity at post-secondary education. 

The unit of analysis is UniversityX in concert with KIPP as both are integral for the 

partnership discussed. My primary research question was: what are the central motivating 

factors for African-American and Hispanic students once they have elected to pursue an 

undergraduate degree? Do those factors affect their academic aspirations in the manner in which 

they pursue them (i.e. use resources, study hard, etc.)? 

In addition, there could be additional context provided on the role structural factors, for 

example, race, family income and class play in the KIPP Alumni into college program. To 

address the areas above, UniversityX representatives responsible for the partnership were 

interviewed. 

From the literature, researchers/educators may wonder if both parties (the students and 

their family) view family support the same way. Could asking about their students’ role with a 

student professional organization be deemed as support for students during their transition from 

KIPP Alumni to college? What about the family – are families providing lunch money or paying 

for a private tutor for their students’ course deemed as supportive? Schools and colleges are 

looking for any competitive advantage to attract students to their institution. One could argue 

that getting buy-in from the prospective student’s stakeholders, or at minimum, parent(s) or 
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guardian(s), is the key component of the student’s decision-making process. With research 

showing a decline in freshman per entry class until 2020, these potential data could be important 

in the recruitment process, especially of minorities, and development of programming that 

bridges K-12 with college in a holistic fashion.  

The literature also suggests that defining family would be key in any studies. How does 

the student define family and who constitutes a family member? While we do not know if 

family, the thought of, or family support, play a role in a student’s motivation, behavior, and/or 

levels of engagement, much of the research conducted thus far simply mentions family support 

as a variable, but there seems to be no clear or common definition for it. Furthermore, no specific 

analysis exists that sheds light on which of the stakeholders constitutes a family member. As an 

administrator at an institution, I am aware of students acknowledging very close friends as 

‘family’ as well as professors, mentors, academic advisors or significant others that have, in the 

minds of the students, made some kind of meaningful contribution to their lives.  

The literature available talks about family support and its impact on the college-choice 

process, as well as college attitudes and plans as they pertain to the process itself.   

The literature indicates that parents are extremely influential in 

students’ attitudes, aspirations, and college plans. Parents reporting 

that a family member interacted with a counselor or teacher at the 

school about postsecondary admission requirements was also 

positively associated with students’ belief that college is affordable 

for the family. (Radford & Ifill, 2013) 

 

This statement highlights how family support becomes an element of the college-choice 

process. While parents are perhaps generally assumed as family support, other potential groups 

cannot be ignored with regard to their role in the college-choice process. In addition, it is key to 

remember that perspective/definition is partially from the author. This brings to the forefront the 

topic of perception in reference to family support and needing to know more about it through the 

eyes of the students and their stakeholders. 

While my exploratory study focused on motivation regarding the KIPP Alumni during 

their transition to UniversityX, I did not ignore other factors participants from my sample 

revealed about why motivation has supposedly not changed. With my research question in place, 

the goal of this research was to obtain rich data from the partnership itself between UniversityX 
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and KIPP, additional information from KIPP as an organization, UniversityX’s Admissions and 

any other involved offices from both organizations.  

This study began without any pre-conceived notions about the participants and 

perceptions. In addition, no theory was pre-developed nor used, as there was not one applicable 

to this study.  

I interviewed four students (who are KIPP alumni). Information from those interviews 

was gathered and reviewed. In addition, information was retrieved from the interviews conducted 

with two key administrators that represent UniversityX and were involved with the creation of 

the partnership. Furthermore, a brief questionnaire was completed by five KIPP alumni that 

decided not to matriculate at UniversityX, although admitted. Utilizing all of the collected data  

I attempted to explain the factors that shape African-American and Hispanic students’ 

motivation, engagement, behavior, or educational aspirations once they are pursuing an 

undergraduate degree and how do they (factors) impact that process. The outcomes from my 

research could contribute to the higher education field attempting to understand the need for 

programs that target talented and admissible minority students from low socioeconomic 

environments.  

 

Definition of Terms 

The terms used in my literature review are defined in this section. They are as follows: 

Charter Schools are schools that receive funding from the public yet operate 

independently of the school system it is located in. For the purposes of this study, it is important 

that readers know that KIPP is a national network of free and open enrollment public charter 

schools that provide underserved communities college preparation. 

College-Choice is referred to as the model which students decide whether and where to 

attend college based on three stages – predisposition, search, and choice. Predisposition happens 

while in primary and secondary school, when the student is influenced by a series of activities 

(i.e. college prep courses, entrance exams, counseling sessions with a Guidance Counselor). 

Search occurs during high school, when students gather data on prospective schools and begin 

the application process. Lastly, choice takes place towards the end of high school, when the 

students are communicating with admission and financial aid offices that ultimately determine 
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what college they enroll and attend. The process includes decision-making variables like peer 

relationships, location, cost, program/major availability, and family support to name a few. 

Family Support is a working definition as it is potentially imperative in the College-

Choice process. The exact characteristics are not clear. This study may determine if family 

support plays a role or does not in the KIPP Alumni’s motivation, levels of engagement, and 

behavior as they transition into/graduate from UniversityX.  

Geography of Opportunity emphasizes the importance of the student’s residential 

location in determining the educational opportunities they are exposed and have access to. 

KIPP Through College (KTC) provides high school students from high- and low-

income communities support for college entry and career preparation for post-graduation 

opportunities. 

Proximity generally describes anything in nearness, usually in reference to a place, 

person, thing, relation or specific order. In this study, proximity may be meaningful when 

thinking about UniversityX and the KIPP Alumni. It will be determined where the KIPP Alumni 

are coming from given that there is a KIPP high school in close proximity to UniversityX. All 

those participating in the partnership may live in close proximity to UniversityX, which may 

have impacted how they define or perceive the college-choice process in concert with the other 

variables (i.e. money, majors, and etcetera). 

Socioeconomic Status (SES) is a measure of one’s economic and sociological statuses, 

combined, in relation to each other. Items such as work experience, income, family economic 

and social position, and education, to name a few, are all considered when evaluating this 

measure. 

Spatial Proximity in higher education is evident when universities compete directly on 

price and that the markets for students depend on the proximity of competitors. 

Stakeholders for this study, can refer to one’s local community, family, friend(s), 

mentor(s), someone within the student-staff-faculty-administration community, high school 

counselor, or anyone or thing with an investment related to one’s education. Investments can 

include anything of value to that person, group, and/or organization, for example, time, money, 

emotional support, guidance, and more.  

The UniversityX Burgeoning Scholars Program (BSP) consists of two-hundred and 

fifty scholarships to be awarded over ten years to students who live in underrepresented/low-
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socioeconomic neighborhoods, at the time of admission, surrounding UniversityX’s main 

campus. The program covers four zip codes in close proximity to the university. The name 

comes from the BSP UniversityX framework that revolves around the growth and continuing 

development of the institution’s main campus. The amount given to each student is to 

specifically fill the void of what each student’s financial aid does not cover via loans and grants. 

Undermatching is when academically talented low-income students avoid competitive 

colleges in reference to the application process although they would be admitted. 

Urbanicity refers to, in reference to my topic of interest, the urban high school students, 

who may be less likely to go to college because the urban areas may have lower quality of 

education. This poorer quality of an education permeates and allows for distractions, generally 

negative, that deter many from a post-secondary education. 

 

Limitations and Delimitations 

The following are list of limitations and delimitations within my exploratory study. 

Below are examples of sporadically encountered limitations, over which I, the researcher, had 

no control: 

 The sample size consisted of three matriculating students. As of the spring 2017 

semester, the three students are currently matriculating at UniversityX. In addition to the 

three, one additional student who graduated from UniversityX (KIPP Alumni) was 

interviewed. Therefore, the interview student sample size was four students. Due to the 

small/unique sample available for the study and with all participants being African-

American or Hispanic, the results may not be generalizable to other specific populations.  

 Five students that are KIPP Alumni, were accepted by UniversityX, but never deposited 

completed a brief questionnaire about their current educational pursuits. 

 Two UniversityX administrators responsible for the partnership were also interviewed. 

Their responses from the interviews may not be generalizable to their counterparts at 

other universities. 

 Due to the study involving students who are not my advisees, it was difficult securing 

their involvement. Not having a rapport with any of the participants, as they may expect 

given there assumed relationships with those associated with advising, I believe impacted 

their willingness to participate in my exploratory study. 
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Below are examples of sporadically encountered delimitations, over which I, the 

researcher, had control: 

 This study was delimited to African-American and Hispanic students only. 

 This study was delimited to participants in the KIPP and UniversityX partnership. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Review of the Literature 

As a researcher, administrator, teacher, and/ or leader in the higher education arena, it is 

important to know the past and present literature of our field. In the article, “Scholars Before 

Researchers: on the Centrality of the Dissertation Literature Review in Research Preparation” 

Boote and Beile suggest that “doctoral students must be scholars before they are researchers” 

(Boote & Beile, 2005). With that said, Boote and Beile also stated “a good review of the 

literature cannot guarantee either a rigorous study or significant findings” (Boote & Beile, 2005).  

The goal, after reviewing some literature relevant to my research, is to advance my 

collective understanding on the higher education issues at hand: access, student loan debt, and 

the timeliness to graduation. In addition, I want to expand on my knowledge of students’ 

motivation once they are pursuing an undergraduate degree with a specific focus on students of 

color. 

 

The College-Choice Process 

Turley (2009) examined the college-choice model, specifically the role of proximity with 

regard to minorities and socioeconomically disadvantaged prospective students. The model 

consists of three stages – predisposition, search, and choice. Despite proximity, all three stages 

assume that these students consider all appropriate institutions. However, Turley found that 

students consider a small number of colleges and their decision is based on location. Turley 

conducted a study where she found that minorities and socioeconomically disadvantaged 

students have a wide range of college options, especially those who live in the east. The study 

also revealed that the colleges the students were close to increase the odds of them applying to 

those schools given that the transition would be easier.  

It can be concluded that a university located in the center of a socioeconomically 

disadvantaged environment may help increase the number of applications from neighboring 

prospective undergraduate students because of proximity. The concern of whether or not 

urbanicity played a role in the college-choice process is irrelevant as Turley proved proximity 

more important. This is despite the fact that there are more colleges in urban areas than rural. 
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When discussing the urban areas, one cannot ignore the residential instability that exists, which 

adds to the emergence of the role proximity plays in the college choice process and its 

importance.  

Rosenbloom (2010), like Turley, is also interested in proximity. Rosenbloom is interested 

in the perspective of students who attend a neighborhood school. She is curious about how 

urban, low socioeconomic yet talented and admissible students understand the college-choice 

process. She also addresses the issue of entitlement versus entrapment, specifically the 

perceptions of attending a zoned school with a negative stigma. Entitlement addresses what these 

students expect. Entrapment is all about student choice and the idea of not having one because 

the school in the neighborhood is one these students would try to avoid because of their, for 

example, academic prowess. One issue Rosenbloom discovered was the perception that only 

‘bad kids’ attended neighborhood schools in low socioeconomic environments.  

Besides proximity and some of the perception issues, some authors/writers have brought 

to the forefront undermatching. While there could be a great academic institution in close 

proximity, what happens if students do not apply because they feel inferior when all along, they 

are admissible. Leonhardt (2013) wrote an article titled “Delaware Seeks to Steer the Poor to Top 

Colleges” and talked about admissible students, who are unfortunately low socioeconomic, not 

applying to prestigious colleges. He stated, “Most poor students with high grades do not apply to 

any top colleges” (Leonhardt, 2013). Like Leonhardt, Hebel (2007), in her article “Candidates 

Grapple With How to Expand Access to College”, does not directly talk about proximity but 

rather the idea of undermatching. She states that “undermatching is when students from lower-

income families are more likely than their wealthier peers to attend community colleges and less 

likely to enroll at elite, private colleges” (Hebel, 2007). Undermatching may be a long-term 

concern and higher education administrators are worried.  

“There’s a huge amount of stratification going on in our society”, said Lucido (Gersema, 

2016). Leonhardt (2013) stated the same in his article, referencing an economist, where he 

suggested that the issue contributes to income inequality and holds down social mobility. Hebel 

provided some statistics with regard to the Democratic party’s future goals for education, 

specifically in the area of access and academic preparation for low-income students. Hebel 

referenced a Pell Institute study which found that “by age 24, only 10 percent of students from 
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the lowest socioeconomic quartile have earned bachelor’s degrees, compared with 71 percent 

from those in the top quartile” (Hebel, 2007). 

 Proximity will continue to play a role in the college-choice process, but other factors like 

undermatching, should not go unnoticed. President Obama’s administration became increasingly 

aggressive in strategizing to tackle these kinds of higher education related issues to improve the 

statistics mentioned earlier. In September of 2013, Jamienne Studley, former president of 

Skidmore College and one-time Education Department general counsel, was hired as Obama’s 

new deputy under-secretary of education. Studley oversaw Obama’s lengthy and purposeful 

second-term agenda, which includes college access for low-income students, student debt, 

improving graduation and retention rates, enhancing educational resources, and undermatching. 

 

The Collegiate-Charter School Partnership Model 

 While the college-choice selection includes many factors such as proximity, and later to 

be addressed, affordability, high school quality, unheralded factors like athletic reputation, and 

more, the majority of educators seem to address when students decide to begin the college-

choice process in grades eleven and twelve. Educators are beginning to question if the college-

choice process should start sooner. 

The debate about charter schools and their success is ongoing. According to The 

Washington Post’s article, “Big changes at key charter school network go unnoticed in prevailing 

debate”,  

Our national debate over public charter schools lacks nuance and 

depth. Opponents say charters are leeches sucking money out of 

already struggling regular public schools. Supporters say charters 

are innovators giving children better lessons while fighting evil 

district bureaucrats trying to rein them in. (Mathews, 2017) 

 

UniversityX has formed a partnership with the Knowledge is Power Program, referred to earlier 

as KIPP. KIPP, a national network of free and open enrollment schools that consists of college 

preparation via public charter schools while serving the underrepresented, is determined to have 

this partnership be another effort to increase college completion rates, specifically those within 

the KIPP system prior to pursuing a college education.  
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 Founded in Houston in 1994, KIPP serves eighty thousand students and has ten thousand 

alumni. KIPP operates under five principles, referred to as the pillars of the organization – high 

expectations, choice and commitment, more time, power to lead, focus of results, and 

commitment to excellence. To KIPP, high expectations are clear, measureable, and support a 

culture of achievement. Choice and commitment is a pillar that symbolizes inclusivity, meaning, 

everyone has a role in the student’s success. It is expected that because one participated, all those 

associated will uphold the commitment made. With regard to the pillar of more time, KIPP 

uniquely offers an experience to students that entails longer school days, weeks, and year. The 

idea is that if students spend more time in the classroom, the results will bode better for them. 

Speaking of results, KIPP wants to focus on objective performance measures. The last pillar is 

commitment to excellence. All stakeholders involved, very much like the choice and 

commitment pillar. 

For the sake of this dissertation, UniversityX’s location will not be mentioned. However, 

it is important to note that the city in which UniversityX is located, which will be referred to as 

City-XX, is part of a network that includes two hundred schools, serving close to eighty 

thousand students. Many of the students who enter KIPP are two to three grade levels behind 

(About KIPP, n.d.). In reference to City-XX’s KIPP schools, a little over sixteen hundred 

students are served, grades Kindergarten through twelve. City-XX’s KIPP schools include one 

elementary option, two middle schools, and lastly, one high school. Admission is solely 

determined by a lottery, not the prospective students’ conduct or academic record, in addition to 

their socio-economic background (KIPP Philadelphia Schools, n.d.).  

As of April 2017, per KIPP’s website, KIPP has ninety-four middle schools, eight 

elementary, and twenty-six options for ninth through twelve across the county. This is 

unprecedented growth since 2004, when KIPP began expanding. KIPP has outlined its expansion 

plans in City-XX, which will aim to have ten schools: four elementary and middle school 

options, in addition to two high schools. All of these will feed into one another, which addresses 

the holistic approach. KIPP’s holistic approach calls for focusing on academic skills, character 

development, graduating its students from their elementary school, feeding them into middle 

school, and lastly, preparing them for college in the high school option. KIPP believes that 

tracking college/educational attainment truly begins at the eighth grade level, when KIPP middle 
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school students have become alumni, as they enter KIPP high school (KIPP College Completion 

Report Questions and Answers, 2011). Should KIPP reach its goals, approximately four 

thousand and four hundred students will be enrolled, Kindergarten through twelfth grade, 

resulting in more than thirty-six percent more low-income children of color students going to 

college (Our Expansion Plans, 2015). When it comes to minorities of color, KIPP caters to two 

specific communities, African-American and Hispanics, in which they recognize their challenges 

at competitive institutions like UniversityX. 

 

The Importance and Challenges of Low-Income Student  

Representation at Competitive Institutions 

 In the article, “Michelle Obama speech signals new administration focus on boosting 

low-income college enrollment”, (Stratford, 2013), the issue of undermatching continues. The 

First Lady recalls when her teacher told her that the dreams and ambitions she had were simply 

too high. It was believed that getting into a prestigious university like Princeton was impossible 

if you lacked high-quality college prep counseling, tutoring, and other high-level student support 

services. While she went to a good high school in Chicago, it was not enough to convince many 

that she was good enough. That perspective also applied to those with similar circumstances, 

primarily those from environments where college is an after-thought, believed unlikely to be an 

option, and/or just not a common opportunity to pursue.  

Nearly fifty-three percent of low-income, highly talented students 

do not apply to a single selective college that does not have 

significantly lower average grades and test scores for admitted 

applicants than for these students – and these students do apply to 

at least one college that is not selective at all. (Jaschik, 2012) 

 

 It is important that academically talented students from low-income environments apply 

for enrollment at the nation’s best institutions. All high-achieving students deserve a chance to 

attend a prestigious and world-renowned institution that can equip them with the skills necessary 

to be a change agent and a leader. The buy-in from the higher education community is slow but 

real. University leaders have been asked for feedback to overcome this issue of undermatching. 

Some ideas include goal setting in the area of recruitment, identifying schools with current 

practices that are effective against this issue, and the possibility of incentivizing this initiative, 

providing funding to those who meet their goals.  
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 The challenges lie within the initiative’s perception. Sally Mason, former President of the 

University of Iowa 2007-2015, states that the microscope placed on this issue may discourage 

students. While she is a first-generation college student herself, she is afraid that disadvantaged 

students may be indirectly deterred from applying to high profile schools. 

It has been made to sound like college education is out of reach for 

first-generation college students. We need to redouble our efforts 

to reach as many families as possible to help them understand how 

it is that you can afford to have a good public higher education, 

said Mason. (Stratford, 2013)  

 

 Another challenge is where to recruit these students. Hoxby and Avery (Jaschik, 2012) 

stated that colleges have a pattern now to recruit only at highly concentrated schools that have a 

large amount of talented, low-income students, but many others are out there, beyond the large 

metropolitan areas. The pool of high schools must broaden. “Further, competitive colleges are 

spending so much time recruiting at these relatively few high schools that they may be tapped 

out”, said Hoxby and Avery (Jaschick, 2012). The underlying challenge is that to broaden the 

recruitment pool of high schools to find these students, more time and money will be needed.  

 Challenges like undermatching and recruitment are potentially addressed by KIPP’s 

education model. Within KIPP, ninety-five percent of its students are African-American or 

Latino. KIPP boasts that its community has a higher college completion rate than the average of 

all students, which today, per KIPP, is nearly thirty-one percent of all Americans aged twenty-

five to twenty-nine having earned a bachelor’s degree or higher (Mortenson, 2010). It is 

important to note that KIPP measures college attainment ten years after their student’s complete 

eighth grade, which allows four years for them finish high school, and six with regard to college. 

In addition, as of March 2011, KIPP reports that thirty-three percent of their students who 

completed a KIPP middle school ten years or more ago graduated from a four-year 

college/university (Executive Summary, 2014). 

As readers think about the KIPP education model, it is important to hone in on the high 

school option as it compares to the normal college-choice process. KIPP’s college rates suggest 

that its students exceed the national averages and are approximately four times the rates of their 

low-income peers (College Completion Report - KIPP Public Charter Schools, n.d.). As of 

spring 2015, forty-five percent of KIPP students have earned a four-year college degree after 

finishing eighth grade at a KIPP middle school ten or more years ago. That is above the national 
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average and five times the rate of those from a low-income community, which is currently at 

nine percent (College Completion Report - KIPP Public Charter Schools, n.d.). The KIPP high 

school option that I am focusing on, located in the same city as UniversityX, was founded in 

2010. For the sake of this dissertation, this specific high school option will be referred to as 

KIPP-hsX. The number of students within the school is five-hundred and seventeen as of the 

2014-15 academic calendar year (KIPP DuBois Collegiate Academy, 2017). This specific school 

focuses on critical thinking, having an international perspective, and realizing the importance of 

how to increase one’s social capital with regard to college while in high school, to be successful 

post-graduation.  

At this specific high school location, all students take at least one Advanced Placement 

(AP) course. In addition, the students are encouraged to take an internship, participate in 

mentorship programming, attend college preparedness seminars, and visit colleges (Welcome to 

KIPP Philadelphia Schools - A Team and Family, 2015). 

 The school’s leader, a minority of color male and native of where City-X is located, 

obtained his professional educational experiences in a major urban market/city in the southeast 

part of the United States. His KIPP high school is the first of its kind in the area where 

UniversityX is located. 

 KIPP’s goal is to have seventy-five percent of its students earn a four-year degree. KIPP-

hsX believes that the following is needed to ensure the student will graduate from college: 

college preparedness, development of character (i.e. self-control and social intelligence), social 

integration on campus, matching of student and school, and affordability/access (KIPP College 

Completion Report Questions and Answers, 2011). 

 

Finance’s Impact on Proximity and the College-Choice Process 

In the same article (Stratford, 2013), besides undermatching, first lady Michelle Obama 

commented indirectly on her financial struggles while in pursuit of her higher education degree. 

“I couldn’t afford to go to a bunch of college visits. I could not hire a personal tutor. I could not 

enroll in SAT prep classes. We didn’t have the money” (Stratford, Michelle Obama speech 

signals new administration focus on boosting low-income college enrollment, 2013). St. John, 

Paulsen, and Carter (2005) suggested financial resource concerns deter African-American 

students from executing the college choice process fully. St. John et al. found in their study that 
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African-Americans were highly sensitive about finances, thus knowing you have a scholarship 

pending may be the deciding factor in the college-choice process. It is important to note, 

however, that Rosenbloom’s study solely revolved about the high school experience, not higher 

education. That said, this article might still be relevant. One can argue that the college-choice 

process is generally executed in the junior or senior years of high school, thus making 

Rosenbloom’s study applicable to my work. 

McMillen, Singell, and Waddell (2007) also discuss the pricing of college and in doing so 

introduce two forms of proximity: geographic and spatial. These authors discuss how universities 

in close proximity are competing directly on price. The importance of proximity to the college-

choice process is not being argued. Be that as it may, what are the perspectives of the BSP 

scholarship program students in reference to geographic and spatial proximity? Do these students 

monitor the tuition prices of other colleges in close proximity to their neighborhood? For 

example, can one assume that if another university in close proximity to most BSP recipients 

offered these students an identical version of the scholarship, would they have accepted their 

matriculation invitation? Provided that proximity or family support are the dominant factors in 

the college-choice process, what also besides the scholarship would have drawn them to 

UniversityX over other neighboring colleges? 

 

Residential Instability as a Problem and Proximity as a Solution? 

Regarding residential instability, as mentioned when discussing Turley’s contribution to 

the understanding of the college-choice process, Hartman and Franke (2003) question why some 

students are left behind and become socially immobile. A key observation by Hartman and 

Franke was that school instability was linked to residential instability. There are a plethora of 

issues that the socioeconomically disadvantaged and minorities are battling. Issues with housing, 

unemployment, and the availability or lack thereof of government programs are examples of 

problems that have plagued urban areas. It has been argued that these kinds of affairs have 

deterred many from pursuing an education post high school, regardless of proximity. The lives of 

the poor, minorities, low-income, and socioeconomically disadvantaged have been well 

documented and discussed in today’s society. During the presidential election/campaigns in 2008 

and 2012, Barack Obama and his administration felt it was important to discuss access. They 

believed that access for all, or the lack thereof, impacts the economy. The upward mobility of 
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each individual, especially those from communities with high crime activity and little to no 

access to social, medical, and educational institutions, was/is important to the success of this 

nation. The Obama team felt education and investing in it is the solution. This potentially 

supports the idea that there is a need for colleges in urban areas to combat the negative 

perceptions and realities that exist which deter prospective students from pursuing college. 

Proximity should be promoted more, with regard to the college-choice process, if it means more 

prospective students will go to college. 

To add to the residential instability issue, Graham (2012) states that tension between the 

residents in close proximity and UniversityX has been an ongoing challenge to sustain a positive 

relationship. Graham suggests that the perception of the residents as poor and low-income has 

fueled inappropriate behavior by neighboring students, thinking that they should not care. 

Another issue that stems from the instability matters is the debate of growth versus 

irresponsibility and neglect. I am curious, as a researcher, as to how these issues of residential 

instability have impacted the perception of the BSP students, if at all. What about their 

stakeholders? Do they still feel this tension although UniversityX has awarded them a 

scholarship? Did any of this play a role in their college-choice process. 

 

Unheralded Factors in the College-Choice Process 

Thus far, proximity has been indicated as a key player in the college-choice process, but 

what about the other possible factors? While my exploratory study addresses the research 

question after the students have begun matriculating at UniversityX, it is still important to ponder 

the perspectives of students beforehand. Braddock and Hua (2006) discussed how African-

American high school students, primarily males, might factor the university’s athletic reputation 

in reference to the college choice process. Braddock and Hua conducted a study and found that 

one out of three African-American high school senior students believed that athletic reputation is 

somewhat an important factor in reference to the college choice process. Both authors suggested 

that perhaps the students they studied centered their lives on sporting events. In a sports region 

like the northeast, the theory of the authors could be true. There were a few limitations of this 

study, but most significant was that the data for the study were from 1996 and not reflective of 

the current generation. Also significant was that the study did not account for the characteristics 

of the university (i.e. size, location, race-ethnic composition, available majors, and etcetera.).  
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Two factors that have been rarely discussed in much of the research about the college 

choice process have been motivation and family support. It may be possible to assume that 

prospective students, specifically those who are juniors and seniors in high school, may not be a 

part of a tradition where higher education is encouraged. Kern (2000) attempted to understand 

the patterns of minority high school students, much like Braddock II and Hua, with regard to the 

college choice process. While Braddock II and Hua suggested that college athletics was a big 

factor in the college choice process for minorities, specifically African-Americans, Kern found 

that a few other factors exist possibly equal to or greater than proximity. Students’ peer 

relationships were small components of the process. She also found the student’s lack of career 

knowledge played a role in the process as well.  

 

The Role of Family Support in the College-Choice Process 

Hurtado, Han, Saenz, Espinosa, Cabrera, and Cerna (2007) suggest that family support is 

imperative, specifically the individual relationships with each family member. Hurtado et al. also 

suggest that family support is more meaningful to minority students than those who identify as 

White or Asian. Hurtado et al. express concerns with how family obligations generally interfere 

with the academic adjustment of a student. While Hurtado et al. make some good observations 

and suggestions, they still do not define who constitutes as family nor do they define what family 

support is to the student and the family of relevance to the case study participant.  

DeParle (2012) complements Hurtado et al.’s perspective by adding that support for 

minority students may only come from one parent instead of two. He states that neighborhoods 

have grown more segregated by class, which has left low-income students to attend poor quality 

schools. While family support is good, DeParle acknowledges that the flipside to that are the 

obligations to family, which at times can deter one’s pursuit for higher levels of education. 

DeParle believes that without this support and the consistency of it, the gap between the rich and 

poor will continue to widen. He is concerned, like many other scholars and researchers focusing 

on higher education, that low-income students or those from severely disadvantaged 

environments will attempt to protect their families from having ambition because of what is 

needed to earn it (i.e. going to school is good, but it cost too much for my family, thus I am not 

going to school although I am admissible). 
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When looking at the factor of family support, unlike Braddock II and Hua, Rood (2009) 

suggests that the biggest factor, specifically to first-generation students, is support from family. 

This support has not been defined in the body of work that is covering the college-choice 

process. One could assume that the support mentioned, primarily focused on the kind from 

family, is the most important. That said, support is not limited to coming from guidance 

counselors, religious environments, teachers, and others. All participants in Rood’s study 

indicated that the support of family was critical in their college-choice process. Surprisingly, one 

participant stated that he suffered from not getting support from his parents in this process, which 

caused his dreams to be deferred. Now, this support he once lacked comes from his spouse. Rood 

stated that family support was central to the college-choice process. Much of the support 

provided also helps motivate the students studied, as the participants stated how knowing they 

are cared for and acknowledged was imperative to them.  

 

The Family History, its Impact on Finances, and Correlation with Proximity 

These factors, while important, seem to not supersede the factor of no higher education 

tradition within their family existing. This factor may contribute to a high school student not 

pursuing postsecondary education. Kern also discussed the concerns revolving around the 

availability of financial aid. Resources are limited and the fear of not receiving any or enough 

aids deters the low-income, at-risk, and socioeconomically disadvantaged student from pursuing 

postsecondary education. One could imagine how Kern’s article resonated with me. How 

relevant is proximity in the college choice process if there is no encouragement to pursue a 

postsecondary education? How relevant is proximity in the college choice process if there is not 

a tradition of higher education in the household or neighboring families? Is it possible that the 

lack of encouragement (interest) and education’s role in family tradition play key roles into the 

social capital about the college choice process being low? Generally, the UniversityX 

community has recognized the neighboring families as low socioeconomic, at-risk, and 

disadvantaged, thus theorizing that those individuals have no interest in postsecondary education. 

However, this theory has not been proven true. My exploratory study did not ignore investigating 

the support, specifically by family, and tradition within the UniversityX recipient families. 

Like Kern (2009), St. John, Paulsen, and Carter (2005) suggested that financial aid 

concerns deter African-American students from executing the college choice process fully. St. 
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John et al. found in their study that African-Americans were highly sensitive about finances, 

specifically how it relates to the college-choice process. Breaking finances down further, St. John 

et al. found that grants, along with tuition, impacted the persistence of African-Americans in 

reference to the college-choice process. It may be possible, then, that proximity has additional 

and unforeseen benefits. For example, attending a university close to home should decrease the 

cost for travel and increase the opportunity for financial savings. There is also the possibility of 

the student electing to stay at home, given the proximity benefit, thus saving additional money 

not having to pay for residential life. The BSP recipients receive $5,000 per year to meet costs 

not covered by loans, grants, and other sources of aid. One can conclude that universities 

offering any amount of additional aid can be enticing to a minority student, despite the possible 

lack of interest in that institution’s majors, campus environment, residential life, positive peer 

feedback, and more. With the spotlight currently on student loan debt and graduation in four 

years, affordability and resources poured into ensuring so cannot be ignored. 

The main limitation with St. John et al.’s (2005) study is that there were a substantial 

number of African-American students studied from wealthy families. Therefore, St. John et al. 

are insinuating like Kern that the levels of parents’ education certainly would impact the amount 

of encouragement the student would receive. In addition, one can assume there is a tradition of 

education in the household as education is generally connected to potential income earnings.  

Kim (2011) also, like St. John, Paulsen, and Carter (2005), suggests that financial aid 

issues are important to diverse groups with regard to the college-choice process. All four authors 

suggest that financial aid concerns specifically deter African-American students from executing 

the college choice process fully.  

Family support certainly can be more than just a financial contribution. With the 

struggles of finding a job/getting a career started, Lubrano (2013) suggests that millennials (18 to 

34 years of age) are returning home post-graduation, and staying until the unprecedented 

problems of finding work are over. 

Bergerson (2009) examined the inequities of the three-phase model in reference to the 

college-choice process developed by Hossler and Gallagher (1987). This is the same model 

reference by Turley (2009), specifically the role of proximity with regard to minorities and 

socioeconomically disadvantaged prospective students. The model consists of three stages – 

predisposition, search, and choice. Predisposition highlights the students’ aspirations to pursue a 
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postsecondary education, while search looks at the process of what institutions consider with 

regard to the application process, and lastly, choice analyzes the selection process as to the final 

decision on where to attend. Bergerson believes that the inequities, specifically between students 

of color and whites, have led to low participation in higher education by minorities. She goes on 

to say that the process itself is a myth. Bergerson states that there are access issues for students 

of color when it comes to financial resources, as stated by Kern and St. John et al. -- information, 

and academic preparation.  

 

The Differences for Minority and Non-Minority Students and  

its Impact on the College-Choice Process 

Hall, Cabrera, and Milem (2010), like Bergerson, believe that minority and non-minority 

students differ in many ways, but specifically in activities on campus and overall, their 

engagement with others. Hall, Cabrera, and Milem use a current version of the Transition to 

College Model, which specifically analyzes the extent to which minority and non-minority 

students are engaged within a university.  

Regarding Bergerson and Hall’s, and Cabrera, and Milem’s belief that there are inequities 

between students of color and whites with regard to the college choice process, Alvarado and 

Turley (2012) discuss in-depth that one common denominator between the two groups is college-

oriented friends. Alvarado and Lopez Turley both suggest that having college-oriented friends 

would likely increase the chances of a student’s interest in the college-choice process. 

Specifically, they both felt, for Whites and Latinos, that the likelihood of either applying to any 

college, in particular a 4-year college is high. They also mention that for Latinos, family 

obligations generally impinge on the college-choice process.  

Kugelmass and Ready (2010) also explicate that there are clear disparities between 

African-American students and their white peers. Both suggest that the academic gaps between 

the two groups have widened in the areas of academic development more so than academic 

status. Kugelmass and Ready conducted a study between 2006 and 2008 that explored 

racial/ethnic differences in academic growth. The study concluded that more attention is needed 

in the area of critical thinking skills. They also found that the college-choice process might 

include background characteristics (i.e. high school academic experience). Student learning and 

academic selectivity were also topics discussed in Kugelmass and Ready’s study.  



 29 
 

While Alvarado and Lopez Turley studied high school seniors in Texas, their 

contribution to the college-choice literature is of value. There are primary and secondary 

questions that focus on family support that I addressed while looking closely at proximity in 

reference to the UniversityX students. That said, initially it may be best to find out, of these 

UniversityX partnership students, do/did they have college-oriented friends who are in close 

proximity to UniversityX or any college? If so, what was their influence with regard to the 

college-choice process? Both authors suggested that college-going friends for Whites and 

minority students are beneficial in educational attainment. Understanding the role of having 

college-oriented friends, specifically those in close proximity to a university, will assist lowering 

or eliminating various gaps in college enrollment and attainment.  

 

Convenience Through the Internet and the Impact on Proximity 

The college-choice process has a plethora of factors that prospective students consider 

and act upon. Simoes and Soares (2010) add to the discussion the impact of geographical 

proximity and the internet. They refer to the college-choice process as the purchase decision 

process. They insinuate that this process is greatly impacted by the internet. Simoes and Soares 

also discussed - like Kern (2009) and St. John, Paulsen, and Carter (2005) other factors, such as 

social networks, specifically friends, even those that are possibly college-oriented as mentioned 

by Alvarado and Turley (2012).  

As Simoes and Soares mention cost, one could believe that proximity may play a bigger 

role than the other factors because of the ability to stay home and save money. Both authors 

suggest that with educational cost rising, along with living expenses, staying home is an 

attractive option in reference to the college-choice process. The limitations of this study are 

obvious because, in reference to geographical proximity, the setting is Portugal, thus only the 

Portuguese applicants were examined. There can be no generalizations. That said, my 

exploratory study not only discussed cost, or lack thereof, given the proximity of the university 

to each UniversityX recipient, but also how important the internet is in the process, as Simoes 

and Soares suggest.  
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Parental Involvement and the College-Choice Process 

Braddock and Hua (2006) alluded to the fact that the participants in their study, African-

American high school students, predominantly males, valued a university’s athletic reputation 

with regard to the college-choice process. Both authors suggested that perhaps the students they 

studied centered their lives on sporting events. Smith (2009), on the other hand, believes that 

there are other important factors that impact/influence African-American students to pursue a 

post-secondary education. Smith (2009) believes that parental involvement is the key, 

specifically for low socioeconomic African-American and Latino students. That said, for those 

who are working to ensure resources are available for their children to attend school, they are 

unfortunately not as engaged with them. Moreover, one cannot ignore the number of those 

families that are in single-parent households and/or battling destructive issues that are 

distractions from making progress in life. Hossler’s three-stage model, referenced by many 

education scholars, including Turley (2009) and Bergerson (2009), also considers parental 

involvement. Smith (2009) looks closely at parental involvement and defines it as three 

categories: setting aspirations, active support, and providing encouragement.  

Like Braddock and Hua (2006), Turley (2009), Bergerson (2009), and Smith (2009), 

many education scholars ponder what the college-choice process entails for African-American 

students, specifically those from socioeconomic disadvantaged environments. Braddock and Hua 

(2006) suggest that intercollegiate athletics play a role in the process. Smith (2009) suggests that 

parental involvement plays a role, possibly the most important. Muhammad (2008), another 

education scholar interested in the college-choice process, suggests that counselors and mentors, 

in the form of cultural networks, are the most important parts of the college-choice process. One 

could argue that counselors and mentors could constitute a family member when discussing 

family support. Muhammad (2008) does not dismiss the importance of parental involvement. In 

fact, he suggests that African-American men struggle more because of the lack thereof with 

regard to support from their fathers. He found that both parents are significantly supportive in the 

college-choice process in reference to daughters, thus the results are better with regard to 

African-American daughters. Muhammad (2008) also mentions the factor of peer influence, 

which has some similarity to Alvarado and Turley’s (2012) findings with regard to having 

college-oriented friends. Everything said, Muhammad strongly emphasizes the importance of 

school counselors and how their expectations for African-American male students have a great 
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impact. Muhammad talks about the misinformation regarding college access, cost, and benefits. 

To eliminate issues that cause instability she believes that providing young African-American 

men a trustworthy and supportive counselor can make a difference in their perception of post-

secondary education. Like Smith (2009), Muhammad (2008) believes parental involvement is 

key and that particular audience must want to increase their own social capital about the college-

choice process to help their student(s).  

 

Finding Support in Perceived Isolation 

In reference to the college-choice process, Muhammad’s belief that peer influence and 

Alvarado and Lopez’s emphasis of the impact having college-oriented friends brings a narrow 

focus on McWhirter’s (1997) idea of loneliness in ethnic minorities. McWhirter suggests that 

ethnic minority students may have a difficult time developing intimate relationships with others 

that are culturally similar. One can conclude that it is possible this idea of loneliness and perhaps, 

issues with self-esteem, add to the importance of peer relationships when thinking about the 

college-choice process as mentioned by Muhammad and Alvarado and Lopez.  

 

A College Ratings System and Its Expected Impact on the College-Choice Process 

 The President Obama administration created college ratings system had metrics such as 

the salaries of students post-graduation; who received Pell Grants; tuition averages; scholarships 

and total amount of loan debt; graduation rates; information on transfer related items; the number 

of students who pursue a graduate level degree and higher; cost of attendance, post-graduation; 

and lastly, college earnings. These metrics were to determine federal funding. That said, the 

effort failed. 

 While the system has received praise by many and the intention to improve the college-

choice process was clear, skeptics worried about the criteria, with many of the opposition being 

university and college presidents. In the article, “Obama administration announces series of 

public hearings on college ratings”, by Michael Stratford, former Cornell University president, 

David Skorton 2006-2015, and former vice president for university relations, Glenn Altschuler, 

initially stated that “the intentions are admirable and the goal is worthy” (Stratford, 2013). 

However, they commented further and said that in their judgment, “some of the criteria for 

determining college value flawed.” In particular, they were referring to the salary information 
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and analyzing the data with regard to graduation rates, acknowledging that the student 

communities are very different and diverse.  

 Initially, Arne Duncan, former Secretary of Education, spearheaded the creation of the 

metrics and system overall by what seemed to be a self-imposed deadline of December 2014. 

The goal would be to have this system in place for the 2015 academic year and linking federal 

aid to it by 2018. The concerns were the data not delving into the other factors mentioned earlier 

regarding the college choice process and the uncertainty of how to quantify them. Those factors 

include but are not limited to peer relationships (Muhammad, 2008, McWirther, 1997, Alvarado 

& Turley, 2012); parental involvement (Bergerson, 2009, Smith, 2009, Muhammad, 2008); 

intercollegiate athletics (Braddock and Hua, 2006); proximity (Simoes & Soares, 2010, Turley, 

2009, Rosenbloom, 2010); the internet and social networks (Kern, 2009; St. John, Paulsen, and 

Carter, 2005); the differences in engagement (Hall, Cabrera, & Milem, 2010) and academic 

gaps/development (Kugelmass & Ready, 2010) within the process for minorities and non-

minorities; family history (Kern, 2009) and finances (St. John, Paulsen, & Carter, 2005, 

McMillen, Singell, & Waddell, 2007); family support (Hurtado, Han, Saenz, Espinosa, Cabrera, 

& Cerna, 2007, DeParle, 2012, Braddock II, Hua, Rood, 2009); and residential instability 

(Hartman & Franke, 2003).  

As of April 2016, the proposed ratings system, later called the College Scoreboard, failed 

to make any formal impact.  

After three years of withering attack from college leaders across 

the nation, the administration backed off and announced last 

summer that, in addition to updating the scorecard, it would focus 

its efforts on methods to promote “innovation” within the higher 

education sector. Although the rating system has failed to take root 

(at least for now), the debate that it instigated over the appropriate 

methods for the federal government to regulate higher education 

was instructive about the challenges legislators face as they 

continue to discuss the (already two years late) reauthorization of 

the Higher Education Act. (Pritchett, 2016) 

 Although the proposed ratings system made no formal impact, the college-choice process 

going forward may still benefit from stakeholders, primarily the prospective student, having a 

holistic mindset beforehand when evaluating school undergraduate options. 
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Holistic Approach to Education 

 The KIPP organization has a holistic approach to education. They believe that 

approaching higher education during grades 9-12 would be detrimental to the student. KIPP 

Through College (KTC) is a broader approach that attempts to eliminate gaps between students 

from high and low-income communities. The holistic approach is to keep the student within 

KIPP so that elementary feeds into middle school, then high school into college. While the 

approach is still being observed and assessed, there is skepticism of KIPP’s approach and overall 

momentum. 

 In 2011, Andrew Rotherham wrote an article called “KIPP Schools: A Reform Triumph, 

or Disappointment”. In the article, Rotherham states that 33 percent of students who completed a 

KIPP middle school at least 10 years ago have a bachelors’ degree today (Rotherham, 2011). 

That said, he also expresses concern for such a percentage. Rotherham suggests that perhaps 

better results should have been achieved given the amount of intensive support KIPP students 

receive. He also states that contingent upon one’s perspective, one could deem 33 percent an 

achievement due to the perceived or generally known challenges in the environments, which 

these students come from. Rotherham did praise KIPP for their 95 percent high school 

graduation rate, of which 89 percent had matriculated at the college level as of publication. In 

addition, he was impressed with the 19 percent, when referring to the 33 percent mentioned 

earlier that are still working towards a four-year degree and the 5 percent that earned a 

community college degree. Kati Haycock, former CEO and President of the Education Trust 

(retired in March 2017), a national advocacy group on behalf of low-income students, stated that 

she was impressed by KIPP, the organization’s efforts, and its willingness to be held 

accountable.  

While Rotherham agrees that as of 2011 KIPP is a success thus far, the goal still remains 

for KIPP of 75 percent with regard to college completion. The question remains: what more can 

be done to reach that goal? In addition, it seems KIPP’s goal is to also create and sustain a model 

that will propel all students to college and have success. The success of KIPP has attracted the 

attention of the White House. As stated earlier, President Obama became increasingly aggressive 

throughout his tenure to bring awareness to affordability and access. 

In December of 2014, an event called the White House College Opportunity Summit 

celebrated a student, from City-X, where UniversityX is located, an improving low 
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socioeconomic environment on Northeast/Mid-Atlantic coast of the United States, for her 

academic accomplishments. As a reward for her accomplishments, she received the opportunity 

to introduce President Obama. In the article “From chaos in City-X to a White House invitation”, 

the twenty-two year old female student became the first in her family to earn a college degree. 

The student indicated that her lifestyle was chaotic and disruptive due to attending a dozen 

schools and starting the pursuit of education late. “Being in college for four years is the longest 

I’ve ever been at one school”, the student stated (Woodall, 2015). The student recalls challenges 

such as the north section of City-X eroding due to drugs and violence. In addition, the student 

recalls how a family member that served in a parental role suffered with substance abuse. Due to 

the often-changing homes and schools, other members of the student’s family suggested that 

KIPP be considered. 

 The student enrolled in the KIPP system in the fifth grade. The holistic approach is 

credited for the student’s success. “We could tell when the student was ten years old that no 

obstacles would get in their way” (Woodall, 2015). Although the student nearly decided to not 

return for sixth grade, KIPP was glad she did. Shortly after, the Knowledge is Power Program 

began with the help of the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation. The student got involved in several 

programs associated with KIPP that assisted with the college-choice process, only later to move 

to the southern part of the United States. The student ultimately graduated in May of 2015 with a 

degree, majoring is medical sociology. The student stated in the article how special the White 

House’s involvement was. “I was excited I got to do this. This is something I will remember 

forever”, the student said (Woodall, 2015), referring to her encounter with Obama and talking 

with him about her career plans. Another alum, from City-X, stated, “Being at KIPP, you get this 

idea in your head that all teachers are like that (KIPP) and all schools are like that (KIPP), and 

they aren’t. KIPP is the reason I decided to go into education” (Woodall, A dozen years later, 

KIPP's first class graduates, 2015). The student credits KIPP for her pursuit of a master’s degree 

in teaching. With KIPP’s profile and visibility expanding, more educators are attempting to learn 

about the organization and its product. 

 On June 2, 2015, Woodall wrote an article that focused on a student that met 

principal/CEO Marc Mannella. The meeting took place before the fifth grade in the summer 

(2003). Marc told the student her (him) parents about KIPP, mainly highlighting the program’s 

signature and notable features – longer class days (7:30am to 5:00pm) and Saturday 
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programming. The student was not thrilled but twelve years later, as of May 2015, the student 

received her diploma from a well-known and prestigious surburban college outside of City-X. 

The student reflected on KIPP as she graduated. “When I look back over my experience, I don’t 

think I would be where I am today without KIPP opening doors for me” (Woodall, A dozen 

years later, KIPP's first class graduates, 2015). 

 Susan Larson, a KIPP teacher who taught the student in fifth grade said the experience 

has been “rewarding and amazing to watch ten year olds turn into twenty-two years olds who are 

going out to conquer the world” (Woodall, A dozen years later, KIPP's first class graduates, 

2015). Ms. Larson presently serves as KIPP’s director of alumni support. 

 In this article, the partnership KIPP has with UniversityX was reflected upon. Marc 

Manella states “we’re trying to hone in on colleges and universities that have a minority-

completion rate that is above what you would expect for their selectivity” (Woodall, A dozen 

years later, KIPP's first class graduates, 2015). In addition, KIPP’s national organization feels the 

partnerships will boost graduation rates and wants to demystify the experience for first-

generation students. 

Per the office of the Provost, through KIPP’s partnership with UniversityX, the incoming 

2019 freshman class will include at least five KIPP graduates. In addition, UniversityX will 

continue, as it has since 2013, to pay a student and KIPP alum to act as ambassadors, which will 

plan programs, activities, and events on campus to monitor all alums. 

As of June 2015, UniversityX joins more than seventy colleges and universities that had 

partnered with KIPP. Although some KIPP students left because of the demands and family 

circumstances, the possibilities still drives the organization as it expects by the end of 2017, that 

“forty percent of its 2007 graduates will have degrees” (Woodall, A dozen years later, KIPP's 

first class graduates, 2015). 

 

Skepticism About a Holistic Approach to Education 

KIPP’s growth has been capturing the attention of educators recently. That said, a study, 

made possible due to a $50 million federal Investing in Innovation, or i3, grant KIPP received in 

2010 from the United States Department of Education suggests that the holistic approach is not 

providing statistically different results when comparing KIPP students, elementary to middle 

then high school, to their peers. The grant (2010-2014) “allowed KIPP to double the number of 
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students it served over five years” (Heitin, 2015). The independent analysis conducted 

concluded, “the academic growth that they (KIPP students) experienced in younger grades does 

not continue at the same pace. But the students who enroll in KIPP high schools from outside the 

charter network do show significant academic achievement at KIPP high schools” (Layton, 

2015). The Mathematica Policy Research firm study looked at seventy schools, mainly 

consisting of middle and high school students in twenty cities. Compared were the test scores of 

those that were in the KIPP system to students that failed to get in due to the lottery and as a 

result, enrolled elsewhere. Surveys were completed by parents and students as well. A few 

questions were generated shortly after and they are as follows:  

 Can KIPP maintain achievement as it grows and adds schools/students? A 

Mathematica representative stated that academic achievement is “hard to maintain as the 

network as grown, the performance of KIPP schools seem to have dropped a bit” 

(Layton, 2015). 

 Across the grade levels, why hasn’t the KIPP school model impacted student 

motivation, engagement, educational aspirations or behavior? “Either they aren’t 

accomplishing what they intend to accomplish, or they’re affecting achievement in spite 

of not affecting the things they feel are critical to achievement”, said an assistant 

professor of educational leadership at an institution that is roughly one hundred miles 

from UniversityX (Heitin, 2015). 

Liana Heitin, who wrote the article “KIPP Students Found to Have Edge in Academics 

But Not Attitude”, was also curious as to why the overall academic progression is positive yet 

there is little impact on student motivation, engagement and behavior. Heitin read the 

Mathematica Policy Research study and concluded that the KIPP students, who went from 

middle to high school, “did not have an added benefit” (Heitin, 2015).  

It is important to note that the data on behaviors and attitudes were collected via parent 

and student surveys. The questions focused on “academic confidence, grit, self-control, illegal 

activities, how much time they spent on homework, how much effort they put into school and 

other behaviors” (Heitin, 2015). 

Heitin also stated that “critics of KIPP long said low performers and students who lack 

parental support tend to drop out or enroll, which inflates the charters’ scores” (Heitin, 2015). It 
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is important to note for the study that students included in it were chosen via the lottery system. 

That said, those that did not enroll or left were counted as KIPP students. Those not chosen but 

entered lottery system became the control group studied. 

 

KIPP Academic and Financial Struggles 

While Layton questioned the sustainability of KIPP’s academic achievement in her 2015 

article, Heitin suggested that KIPP students have an edge scholastically. In a Philadelphia 

Inquirer article, “SRC approves new KIPP charter school in 2019”, Marc Mannella, CEO of 

KIPP Philadelphia, stated “we are not satisfied with the performance of our middle grades, and it 

seems in some ways this is asking us to make a bet on our educators that we can get our game 

up” (Woodall and Graham, 2017). This concern comes as the School Reform Commission (SRC) 

approved another KIPP charter school. The commissioner express concerns about academic 

performance, which has declined recently at two KIPP schools in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  

KIPP also faces some challenges financially. In The Washington Post article, “Many 

KIPP charter school alumni face financial hurdles in college, survey shows”, Nick Anderson 

discusses students struggling to get their next meal, and find work-study opportunities and 

internships that are applicable to his/her major. The article mentions that forty-three percent miss 

a meal, forty-one percent of the population that qualifies for work-study cannot seem to find a 

position on his/her campus, and sixty-nine percent are unable to secure applicable internships to 

their declared majors. In addition, Anderson mentions another financial expense typically 

overlooked. “Financial struggles can plague first-generation students even at the most elite 

colleges. Sometimes their expenses include helping support members of their family, a burden 

that isn’t often factored into financial aid packages” (Anderson, 2017). 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 38 
 

CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH AND METHODOLOGY 

  

Methodology (or Procedures) 

 The purpose of this study was to learn and understand more about the KIPP and 

UniversityX partnership, its configuration, processes, the future of the program, and potential 

changes if any. The data collected can possibly address the unknown with regard to student 

motivation, behavior, and levels of engagement although the holistic approach provided an 

academic boost for the students in the system. In addition, due to the connection between the 

program and the students, another goal of this study was to better understand the structural 

factors (i.e. race) that impact it (students/partnership).   

 After understanding the purpose of this study, it is important to begin this chapter with 

revisiting the research questions. The primary research question was aimed at the KIPP program 

students, as their graduates (KIPP Alumni) transition to college. The primary research question 

was: what factors shape African-American and Hispanic students’ motivation, engagement, 

behavior, or education aspirations once s/he is pursuing an undergraduate degree and how do 

they (factors) impact that process? 

Sub-questions resulted from the primary sought insight on why there is no financial 

assistance provided within the KIPP and UniversityX partnership to its students. In addition, 

there could be additional context provided on the role structural factors, for example race, family 

income and class, play in the KIPP Alumni transition into college play and the impact of family 

support, if any. To address the areas above, UniversityX representatives responsible for the 

partnership were interviewed. 

 

Population and Sample 

 This section describes the population at the center of the study and the process of 

selecting samples. Scholarly differences may suggest that the sample size was small or perhaps 

too large. I believe the sample size of the participants provided a manageable compendium of 

data. In general, the sample was not a random selection. Below are the clusters of participants at 

the center of the study: 
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 Student participants (four) - admitted to UniversityX, deposited and are matriculating as 

of spring 2017 (with exception to one participant that graduated). 

 Student participants (five) - admitted to UniversityX, did not deposit, therefore never 

attended UniversityX. 

 Student non-participants (three) - admitted to UniversityX, deposited, are matriculating 

but did not participate in the study. 

 Student non-participants (twenty-eight) – admitted to UniversityX, deposited, are not 

matriculating, and did not participate in the study. 

 Administrator participants (two) – representatives of UniversityX that were directly 

involved with the creation of the partnership. 

The selection was convenient primarily because all of the student participants are African-

American or Hispanic. To portray the population correctly, the size of the pool chosen was 

deemed sufficient for a data collection instrument to be used.  

In reference to the five student participants mentioned above, a brief questionnaire was sent 

to students that were admitted to UniversityX, as KIPP alumni; however, they never attended 

UniversityX. It is important for readers to note that five out of thirty-three students stated they 

were matriculating at a four-year institution. It is not known whether the twenty-eight other 

students in the population pool thus far are active and matriculating as of spring 2017.  

 

Instrumentation 

 This section describes the procedures that were used to gather data on the African-

American and Hispanic students participating in the KIPP and UniversityX partnership along 

with those responsible for it, the administrators from both organizations. The instruments that 

will be considered are described below, along with a brief description: 

 Student and Administrator Interviews. Conducting interviews was the primary method 

used. Interviews were generally broken down into three segments: recordings of the interview(s), 

displaying active listening skills, and following general guidelines for questioning. Telephone 

interviews were avoided for ethical reasons. The interviews were face-to-face. 

 Student Questionnaires. A brief questionnaire was sent to the students that were 

admitted to UniversityX, as KIPP Alumni. However, the students never deposited, therefore, 

they never attended UniversityX. 
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Distribution 

 The information below details how the questions were distributed for the interviewees, 

both students and Administrators. 

 

 What - Interview questions were asked on a one-on-one basis. All interviews were 

recorded. Data was extracted, coded, and analyzed shortly after. 

 

 How – To setup the interviews, each participant was contacted via an e-mail mail merge. 

The e-mail re-introduced the researcher, the study, and the significance of their 

contribution. The e-mail provided meeting times and locations for the participant to 

choose from.  

 

Student’s academic and personal data was provided to me by the UniversityX-KIPP 

college liaison, chosen by UniversityX and KIPP. My PI oversaw this effort.  

 

 When – Student interviews were conducted during the fall 2016 semester. Administrator 

interviews were conducted during the spring 2017 semester. 

 

Below are specific questions (per research question) the researcher chose from to ask during 

interviews: 

 

 Research Primary Question – What factors shape African-American and Hispanic 

student’s motivation, engagement, behavior, or education aspirations once s/he is 

pursuing an undergraduate degree and how do they (factors) impact that process? 

 

o For the Students: 

 What motivated him/her as a (or to be a) KIPP student? Has one’s 

motivation changed since transitioning to UniversityX?  

 How does the student define engagement? Based on their definition of 

student engagement, has s/he been involved and does the student link it to 

their academic success or lack thereof?  

 What were the student’s educational aspirations while in the KIPP system? 

Have they changed or remained the same since transitioning to 

UniversityX? 

 Are there other factors that these students perceived as impactful with 

regard to their motivation, engagement, behavior, or education 

aspirations? 

 Throughout the college application process, what variables influenced 

your decision to choose UniversityX? 

 Of those variables, what was the most and least important and 

why? 

 In reference to your stakeholders, what was the most and least 

important variables to them when selecting a university to attend? 
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 Are there any college graduates within your network(s)? If so, how 

did they influence your approach towards the college-choice 

process? 

 What were your perceptions of college prior to KIPP, while in KIPP, and 

after being admitted? While matriculating within UniversityX, have your 

perceptions changed? Why or why not? 

 What role did structural factors, for example race, family income, and 

class, play in the college-choice process? 

 How would you describe your family household dynamic? 

 Without KIPP, would attending college be an option, why or why not? 

 What would you be doing with your life if you were not attending 

UniversityX? 

 How aware are you of the attention higher education is getting in reference 

to affordability, student debt, and access? How do you feel about each of 

these issues? 

 What advice would you give to prospective KIPP Alumni about the 

college-choice process? 

 

o For the Administrators – KIPP and University-X 

1. Who specifically is responsible for the partnership and what is its 

purpose?  

2. What are the expectations for the partnership? 

3. How will the partnership be assessed and by whom? 

4. What will (or have been already) the challenges for this partnership? 

5. What are the partnerships goals from each organization’s perspective? 

How will success be measured for this partnership? 

 

Data Collection 

 This section highlights in detail how data were secured and the period during which the 

collection began and ended. The goal was to ensure that there was a clear linkage between the 

research questions and the data each provided. Although Maxwell (2005) states, “using different 

data collections address the relationship between research questions and data collection methods 

and the triangulation of different method” (p.91). Interviews provided a plethora of rich 

information. Some scholars, like Maxwell, felt it was important to collect as much information as 

possible, using a variety of sources and methods to reduce validity and risk issues in reference to 

my conclusions. Having said that, this study had multiple sources of data that can be triangulated 

based upon the responses of each participant. Through this approach, I monitored closely the 

commonalities and differences to ensure the rich data is potentially greater in output in 

comparison to a survey, for example.   
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Initially when I set up interviews, I thought the experience would be a collaborative 

effort. I planned to work with the academic advising units, where these students are housed 

based upon their major. Since advising units typically serve as hubs for one-stop services aimed 

at having students maximize their potential, resources, and time to the fullest, their involvement 

could add credibility to the study, thus getting the students to participate. This collaborative 

approach did not happen as the campus liaison for UniversityX-KIPP provided me with 

participant data in advance instead. The beginning date for data collection was October 2016.  

 

Data Analysis 

 After collecting the data, it became important to explicate the perspective and viewpoint, 

which the data are being represented. It is equally important to know and understand the data 

analysis general guidelines is just as the text-numerical differences and whom the data represent.  

It was imperative to explain in detail the treatment and analysis of the data I collected.  

Those reviewing my analysis must keep in mind the main differences between quantitative and 

qualitative data analysis. The two main differences are the kind of data. “The first difference 

between qualitative and quantitative data analysis is that the data to be analyzed are text, rather 

than numbers” (Engel & Schutt, 2012, p. 321). Qualitative data are more about the why rather 

than how many. The text becomes the story behind the numbers. Moreover, there is not one right 

way or method to analyze data (Engel & Schutt, 2012, p. 321). In addition, qualitative data focus 

more on meaning versus specific phenomena that are quantified.  

 While there is no one kind of blueprint for gathering qualitative data, it is important for 

the researcher to understand that an analysis helps in identifying patterns and relationships. This 

study’s data analysis stemmed from an emic focus, which was viewpoints and perspective from 

the students, alumni, and administrators involved with the partnership. The etic focus, which 

would be the researcher’s viewpoint and perspective, in this case, mine, would not be the best 

representation for future scholarly work. Today, the problem revolving around much of the 

research on student motivation, behavior, engagement, and aspirations, is the researcher’s 

viewpoint and perspective quantitatively. 

 In the midst of gathering the data and analyzing it, I was mindful of the general 

guidelines or unspoken, but known rules among the researcher community with regard to the 

following: being aware of my biases; knowing oneself; understanding the question(s); seeking 
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advice from other scholars with directly or indirectly similar backgrounds or research interests; 

exhausting/using all of the data available; being adaptable/flexible; appreciating the unknown or 

anything deemed anomalous; and lastly, accepting constructive and critical feedback.  

 Generally, there are three steps to the data analysis process: pre-coding, coding, and often 

constructing a graph/chart of some kind, which most refer to as a matrix or data matrix. The pre-

coding stage required me to attach something (i.e. a number) recognizable or quickly identifiable 

to each response. Then, the designation (location) of each response on the matrix follows with 

codes distinguishing each response being visible. When speaking of the codes, it is important to 

note that open-ended answers are hard to pre-code, unless in some situations, the researcher has 

anticipated a response. Hence, unanticipated answers were coded also. Finally, the data matrix 

contained all the respondents and their responses, and each question must be represented. Once I 

executed the coding, it was important to identify the qualitative research methodology or 

techniques used. Ultimately, the categories created, potential comparisons made within those 

categories, and the theoretical concepts were the main goals of coding. Coding is not simply to 

count things. In addition, the researcher created an electronic document that has all codes, 

definitions, and their schemes. This document, serving as a well-designed chart or matrix, was 

developed to reduce redundancy. It will also assist with the process of categorizing everything, 

from examining relationships to displaying data. This in-depth coding scheme helped with the 

authenticating conclusions. 

 

Qualitative Research Methodology/Techniques 

The qualitative research design chosen was used to draw conclusions. I became an active 

participant in gathering the data, through interviews. Therefore, it was important to carefully, and 

in an explicit manner, describe the methodology that will be employed during the data collection 

segment of the study. Most approaches to qualitative data analysis included documentation, 

organization, connection, corroboration, and reporting the findings.  

Engel and Schutt state that documentation is generally jotted down notes, during the 

interview with the participant. They both state that documentation is the “first formal analytical 

step” (Engel & Schutt, 2012, p. 326) in the data analysis process. Documentation is useful for 

reference, keeping track of information, taking notes, and more! Engel and Schutt agree.  
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Documentation is critical to qualitative research for several 

reasons: It is essential for keeping track of what will be rapidly 

growing volume of notes, tapes, and documents; it provides a way 

of developing and outlining the analytic process; and it encourages 

ongoing conceptualizing and strategizing about text. (Engel & 

Schutt, 2012, p. 326) 

 

It was important to organize the data in a way that is clear, easy to assess, find, and 

categorically, makes sense to avoid confusion. Conceptualizing entails observing, then extracting 

details and making sense of what information is important. The matrix itself is nothing more than 

a carefully and well-structured chart that can initiate the coding and categorization process. The 

matrix or coding system developed consolidated the data into categories. Summaries provide 

quotes from the interviews to provide a more intense, thickly descriptive and detailed analysis 

for the reader(s).  

 The connection stage analyzes relationships and patterns. Reporting data is simplistic. 

What are most needed are the explanations and conclusions that can be drawn. These 

explanations and conclusions help the researcher move from describing the participants detailing 

answers to why things are the way they are. As a researcher, it became important to be free of 

biases and infusing past experiences, specifically interactions with students within my own home 

college and in related environments associated with an urban institution. 

 With regard to corroboration or legitimizing the conclusions, relationships, patterns, and 

overall, all responses and data, ensured that authenticity was not an issue. I considered the 

following objections: informant credibility, spontaneous or well thought out responses, the 

influences on the participants that exist, and lastly, the researcher had a peer led 

review/interpretation of the coding scheme, completed by an associate doctoral student. 

 Lastly, with regard to reporting the findings, the goal is to show the results and data 

collected in the truest of forms. The researcher will rely on his own senses, logic, and processes 

with regard to all information through my mind. By understanding the reporting process and the 

how, why, and what questions, readers can then begin to evaluate whether or not the researchers 

influences impacted the conclusion(s).  

 In summary, below is a snapshot of the data analysis strategy conducted: 

1. A mobile device to ensure accurate interview data electronically recorded all of the 

interviews.  
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2. Once all of the transcribing was done, then the process of exploring the data began. I 

monitored patterns or themes that emerge from the data. Specific areas of the transcripts 

that reflected a theme were identified. Once identified, notations were made regarding 

ideas and hunches. 

 

3. Once I identified the themes that emerged, I drew connections to the research questions. 

This action ultimately led to developing a coding scheme. For coding purposes, each 

theme has sub-categories. Electronically and manually, I used various methods to 

distinguish the different themes within the interview data (i.e. color highlighters, etc.). 

 

4. For the sake of credibility and reliability of the scheme chosen to code, I sought the 

advice of my faculty advisor regarding another doctoral student assisting throughout this 

process. Having another perspective allowed for deletions, identifying discrepancies, and 

making additions to the coding scheme. 

 

5. Lastly, the findings led to interpreting the coding (which were divided into themes). I 

summarized the interview data blocks and sorted them into each of the codes. Using 

quotes, making notations on an index card, for example, helped with the process of 

conducting a qualitative analysis.  
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Brief Introduction of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to learn and understand more about the partnership 

between KIPP and UniversityX, which chapters one through three address. In this specific 

chapter, the results of the data analysis are presented. Specifically, there were three fundamental 

goals: (1) to learn more about the factors that shape the study participants’ motivation, 

engagement, behavior, or education aspirations once s/he is pursuing an undergraduate degree; 

(2) to learn how do those factors impact that process (pursuit of an undergraduate degree); and, 

(3) to gain some insight on UniversityX’s expectations/goals for the partnership. All three goals 

drove the data collection and analysis available below. 

 

Instruments 

 For the in-person interviewees, the study consisted of twelve questions. There were also 

five sub-questions. Therefore, there were seventeen questions. All questions were grouped in 

twelve motivation indicators: Motivation, Engagement, Educational Aspirations, Impactful 

Factors, College-Choice Process, Perceptions of College, Structural Factors, Family Household 

Dynamic, Life Without the Charter School Experience, Life Without a Four-Year Institution, 

Access and Affordability, and lastly, Charter School Mentor-Mentee Relations. The report is 

organized around four themes: Collegiate (Re)Attainment, Collegiate Imprints, Collegiate 

Cognizance, and Collegiate and Non-Collegiate Surrogate Conations.  

 For the students who did not participate with in-person interviews, they completed a brief 

questionnaire (two questions total).  

 A comparative analysis was done as well, which looked at the in-person interviewees and 

those that were accepted to UniversityX, but did not attend nor make a deposit to secure their 

admission. 

 For the UniversityX senior administrators involved in the study, due to their role in the 

creation of the partnership, the interview consisted of five questions. There were three 
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administrators interviewed. Of those three, two were in-person and one addressed my questions 

via e-mail.  

 

Sampling and Response Rates 

 There were three clusters of prospective participants invited to take part in my 

exploratory study (see Table 4.1). The first cluster consisted of those who were accepted to 

UniversityX and made a deposit, therefore confirming their matriculation for fall 2013, 2015 or 

2016, whichever applied. From this specific cluster, three out of six deposited students accepted 

my invitation to participate in the study. Of the three that decided to participate in the study, they 

were female and identified themselves as African-Americans to the University. The average high 

school grade point average amongst the three who participated was a 3.51. As for their 

cumulative grade point average as of fall 2016, of those three participants, one student was part 

of the fall 2013 cohort. The student currently has, prior to final grading for the fall 2016 

semester, a 2.85 (B-minus) average. Another interesting finding is that two out of the three 

students who deposited were non-residents when considering UniversityX’s location and the 

college choice process. Note, UniversityX defines -deposit as making a financial payment to 

reserve your place as part of your incoming class. Refer to Table 4.1 for some academic details 

for each participant. 

 

Table 4.1 – Admitted, deposited and matriculating students (one graduated) that participated in 

study 

 

 

 The second cluster represents the prospective participant community that were accepted 

to UniversityX, deposited, but decided not to participate in the study (see Table 4.2). From this 
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specific cluster, the population were all females. Two out of the three students identified 

themselves as African-American. One student identified herself as Hispanic. Refer to table 4.2 

for student details. 

Table 4.2 - Admitted, deposited and matriculating students that did not participate in the study 

 

 

Like those who were accepted, deposited, and voluntarily agreed to participate in my 

exploratory study, two out of the three students of the opposite cluster were also non-residents 

when considering UniversityX’s location. The average high school grade point average was a 

3.06; all of these specific students are part of the fall 2015 cohort. Nearly one year into their 

undergraduate experience, two out of the three students earned a cumulative grade point average, 

reflective of the fall 2015 and spring 2016 semesters. The average cumulative grade point 

average for these students was 2.04 (prior to the fall 2016 semester grades). One student, 

although accepted/admitted to UniversityX, never attended. 

 The third and final cluster represents those that were accepted to UniversityX, never 

deposited, and therefore, did not attend the semester as expected (see Table 4.3). Refer to Table 

4.3 for demographic details for the third cluster students. 

Table 4.3 - Admitted, never deposited and did not participate in the study 
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There were 33 students that, if accepted, would have attended UniversityX. Of the total 

number of students in this cluster, five students participated in my exploratory study. The five 

students reported that they are attending a four-year institution as of the fall 2016 semester, when 

asked: Are you currently an undergraduate student at a university/college? 

 In addition, of those five students, three were female. Of the group, 22 students reported 

themselves as African-American. With regard to their expected home school/college at 

UniversityX, eight students were going to be in the College of Public Health and eight were in 

the College of Liberal Arts. In reference to the five students that participated, their average 

cumulative high school grade point average was 3.39. Meanwhile, their high school rank, out of 

101 students on average, was 10th.  

 As for the non-participants in the study, of the 33 total students, the dominant cohort was 

fall 2016, with nineteen students having that designation at UniversityX. The remainder was 

mostly of the fall 2015 cohort, with only one student designated as a fall 2014 participant. 

Twenty-two students of the group are female. Only four students were in state. The segment of 

students who were accepted to but chose not to attend UniversityX listed school/college/major 

preferences including public health, liberal arts, and science and technology. Science and 

technology had the most of the three areas of interest. Eighteen students were African-American. 

Overall, as a group, the average high school cumulative grade point average was 3.59 while the 

class rank, out of class sizes of nearly 142 students, was 19th.  
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Table 4.4 – Comparisons of KIPP Attendees to Non-Attendees
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The data from Table 4.4 compares the attendees (study participants) to those that were accepted 

to UniversityX, a part of KIPP, but did not attend. 

 

COLLEGIATE (RE) ATTAINMENT 

 

Motivation 

 When asked the question, what motivated you as a (or to be a) KIPP student and has 

your motivation changed since transitioning to UniversityX, two of the four KIPP Alumni, 

now UniversityX students (one student graduated UniversityX already), stated that their 

motivation as a KIPP student was family. To the participants that stated family, the word itself 

directly reflected parents and siblings for those that have some. For one student, the family ties 

were unique. For example, one of the participant’s father is a Professor at a competing university 

in the northeast region of the United States. In addition, the mother of each participant was 

mentioned as the most motivational person, in multiple capacities, throughout the K through 12 

education experience. One participant stated that “failure was not an option, as was getting an 

education, therefore, with the education, failure would be impossible.” One participant stated 

that the sacrifices made by her parents, who are not from the United States and travel back-and-

forth from their country to the United States, were obvious, abundant, and she felt compelled to 

take advantage of the opportunities via an American education. Other responses regarding 

his/her motivation included the KIPP Teachers, to prove s/he could handle the academic 

challenges and rigor, and athletics (to play, you needed to be academically eligible). 

 When asked the same question, but in reference to his/her motivation changing as they 

transitioned to UniversityX, two out of the four participants stated that family was still a 

motivating factor. With this specific question, the mothers were identified as the primary family 

member who motivated them. 

Equally, not letting down KIPP mattered. Specifically, these students felt a need to 

represent the KIPP brand as best they could give the investment they believe KIPP made in 

them. Students mentioned the impact of the KIPP Through College (KTC), a program that 

creates a continued relationship, after high school with a KIPP Counselor, who provides 

assistance with general social, academic, and financial struggles s/he might face while in college. 

Also mentioned as new motivating factors, which likely complements those that have not 
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changed, were spiritual faith and the idea of being scrappy, as a student stated. Scrappy, to this 

student, was an identity to embrace. It represented the willingness to embrace challenges, adapt, 

welcome fears, and through it all, remain focused, unnerved, driven, and success oriented. 

 

Engagement 

 When asked to define engagement and if s/he links it to his/her academic success or 

lack thereof, the results suggest that three out of four of the participants believe engagement is 

all about making a contribution to one’s school/college and/or University beyond academics. 

Whether it is joining a student organization or government, the consensus was that engagement 

should be considered as part of the undergraduate experience, a takeaway for those reflecting on 

what they want to get out of their pursuit of a degree. Other forms of engagement mentioned 

were opportunities like study groups, complementary course subject resources, professional 

development workshops, and associations with a diversity/inclusion/cultural component. Two 

out of the four participants suggested that one’s mindset, when seeking to get involved, should 

be to not fear taking any risk and having an aggressive approach to networking, building 

relationships. The risk taking could develop character, while engagement can also be seen as a 

vehicle to cultivate gained relationships. 

 All of the participants felt that engagement was linked to one’s academic success or lack 

thereof. They all felt that if a student is performing poorly academically, it is very likely s/he is 

not engaged on campus (perhaps off campus also, i.e. - in the major related industries). One 

participant felt that engagement did not have an impact on their social experience at the 

University. One participant stated that engagement helped in the classroom. This specific group 

stated that engagement outside of the classroom helped them with their public speaking and 

participation within it. This is very important to note as many universities have some kind of 

midterm ratings system, flagging items such as grades, missed assignments, attendance, and 

participation. Leadership, as a student characteristic, was mentioned as a common professional 

and personal gain through all of the participant’s responses.  

 

Educational Aspirations 

 Participants were asked what their educational aspirations were while in KIPP and 

if those aspirations changed upon entering (and while matriculating) UniversityX. To my 
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surprise, all of the participants’ aspirations remained the same throughout. UniversityX appeared 

to reinforce those aspirations while at KIPP more detailed career/profession conversations took 

place as expected. It appeared that, besides the reinforcement, the paths to accomplishing and 

practicing their aspirations became more evident per the assistance of academic advisors, career 

counselors, and faculty.  

 As for the motivations for their educational aspirations, the responses varied. Some 

response examples included helping those less fortunate (providing a service), working in 

corporate America, working within the criminal justice system to ensure laws, guidelines, etc., 

are fairly applied. 

 From a researcher’s perspective, I found each of these students took this question very 

seriously. No one had a harum-scarum approach. Their responses were detailed, strategic, and 

thought provoking. 

 

Mentorship 

 In the form of some kind of mentorship, formally or informally, the interviewees have 

insinuated throughout the interview process the importance of guidance or mentorship. When 

asked about the advice they would give to prospective KIPP Alumni about the college-

choice process upon entering college, they stated the following: 

 All participants stated that one’s mindset should be to take risk and prior to matriculation, 

conduct some research if possible 

 All participants stated that connecting with alumni bodes well for their development and 

assists with the building of a professional network 

 Three out of the four interviewees stated that, although difficult, prospective students 

should not focus on the social potential of the university of interest; instead they should 

hone in on rankings, job/career placement, and the availability of academic programs 

 Other suggestions included:  

o Not being afraid of the cost; instead, intentionally seek to be very immersed in all 

things scholarship related 

o Prioritize, class before parties 

o Develop meaningful relationships with faculty 
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o Seek a diverse and inclusive experience for it resembles the economy and world 

we live in 

 

 COLLEGIATE IMPRINTS  

 

Impactful Factors 

 The students were asked about impactful factors. Specifically, the students were asked 

if there were other factors that they perceive as impactful with regard to their motivation, 

engagement, behavior, or educational aspirations. Interestingly enough, only two participants 

stated the same or similar answers. Some examples of what participants mentioned were faith, 

family support and opportunities for professional development. 

 The student who mentioned faith as an impactful factor was extremely optimistic 

throughout her interview. She stated that besides family, her aspirations, grit and determination; 

at the center of them all was her faith. She unequivocally stated that her family, specifically her 

parents, have had a turbulent experience while transitioning to this country and attempting to 

give her (the participant) the best chance at acquiring a competitive education as well as a normal 

and reasonable life. The student framed her enthusiasm in faith as a peace of mind. No matter 

what happened, an unforeseen roadblock, disappointment or delay - the goals in life she has 

could still be reached. The participant defined her mindset via faith as one who undoubtedly 

knows that she is worthy of all things envisioned (i.e. having a family, career, etc.).   

 One participant mentioned the level of inspiration she received knowing that she was 

matriculating simultaneously with a family member. She liked going through the college 

experience at the same time with someone she could identify with and trust, and who truly 

understands the transition from high school to college. Details were not discussed about the 

family; however, s/he was not a UniversityX student nor pursuing a degree in the same interest. 

That said, the study participant made comments that suggest she does not want to appear beneath 

in comparison to her family member. In other words, the two of them matriculating together 

produced a healthy competition. 

 I also interviewed a study participant who assured me she was not overstating with regard 

to speaking highly of her mother. Her mother motivated her in all things in life. There was one 

thing the participant appreciated the most about her mother, as it relates to her educational 
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experience thus far. She appreciated the fact that her mother’s educational path was quite 

difficult; however, it did not impede her progress in providing for the family. She stated that her 

mother received a poor education in Jamaica. The daughter was a bit ashamed about mentioning 

this to me. This frame of mind motivated this participant to thoroughly research institutions prior 

to and during the college choice process. It was imperative that her educational experience did 

not mirror her mother’s. The participant believes that the poor education system hindered her 

mother’s career trajectory. 

 The last example is a participant who had an experience with multiple roles. The 

participant had the role of KIPP student, KIPP/UniversityX Ambassador, and now UniversityX 

Alumnae. As an Ambassador and a current student, the participant was responsible for arranging 

formal meet-and-greets amongst the KIPP cohorts at UniversityX, social activities, attend events 

as a collective for the sake of fellowship and engage in academic resources together (i.e. 

workshops). Follow-up was a responsibility too. Checking in on his/her KIPP peers about their 

academic progress, issues, concerns, etc.  

 The ambassador opportunity provided the participant a chance at gaining some valuable 

leadership experience. It is important to note that this specific participant matriculated at 

UniversityX in a rank-conscious prestigious business school. The mindset of the business school 

students, as one could imagine, is to be aggressive with professional development. This 

participant took the opportunity very seriously although he was no longer participating with 

KIPP in any capacity. He credited the ambassador experience for some of his successes in the 

business world post-graduation from UniversityX. 

 

Family Household Dynamic 

 When asked about their family dynamic, an overwhelming number of participants 

mentioned the mother or grandparents as the most paramount figure(s) in the household.  

 Three out of four participants stated the mother was the most influential figure when it 

came to personal support and knowing the student best to provide sound logical advice, in an 

effort to guide him/her through their personal issues. Mothers were acknowledged as the hardest 

working individuals in-and-out of the household. The hard work did not go unnoticed from these 

students as nearly all of them used it as motivation in some capacity. Participants deemed their 

mothers as great listeners, encouraging and displayed strength during difficult times that was 



 56 
 

attractive and inspiring (i.e. single-parent situation). There was a student, however, that 

mentioned her relationship with her mother was a bit odd, yet fitting. The student stated, “Our 

relationship is a distant one. We go into separate rooms. There is little to no communication. 

None of this bothers me though because my mother is also an introvert. I understand. We love 

each other a lot. None of this should be considered negative.” 

 The same student described her relationship with her grandmother as close. She argued 

that her relationship with her grandmother was closer than to her mother’s. This is due to the 

grandmother always asking about student’s endeavors, day-to-day tasks and general interests (i.e. 

music, relationships, etc.). Two out of four participants mentioned their grandparents or 

specifically, grandmother, as a central figure to the family dynamic in the household.  

 One participant stated that her grandparents were educators. They value education. “They 

are advocates for education. They believe it is a gateway towards opportunities”, stated the 

student.  

 Also mentioned was the dynamic of a large family. This participant saw his experience 

as, “project management”, specifically when it came to chores. Throughout this experience, the 

student learned the importance of structure, time management, order and communication. Of the 

student and his five siblings, he and one other have earned a college education, two are 

matriculating at this time, and two are blue-collar workers.  

 

Structural Factors 

 When asked what role did structural factors (for example race, family income, and 

class) play in the college-choice process, three out of four participants indicated that race and/or 

culture played a role in their college-choice process. For race, mentioned was the importance of 

going to a university that was diverse and perhaps inclusive. One student in particular mentioned 

that she did not want to go to a Historically Black College and University (HBCU). She wanted 

to experience something different in comparison to her upbringing in Jamaica. The student made 

it very clear that this was not a self-loathing situation. She craves experiences different from her 

own. When thinking about race/ethnicity, participants thought about their career aspirations as 

well and how these structural factors could come into play. For example, one of the participants 

has an interest in athletic training. Very much like a female sport management major, the student 

matter-of-factly acknowledged the inherent career obstacles. She stated that African-American 
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women are not a robust group in the athletic training professional arena. She also mentioned that 

it is very unlikely she will obtain a leadership opportunity in the field of athletic training due to 

her race and gender. While she did not have any data to suggest such claims, she chose 

UniversityX because she believes the university has industry relationships in place for immediate 

job placement. The issue of race, and perhaps gender, made the student value corporate 

partnerships even more, although the student realizes there are still no guarantees. In general, she 

believes in the idea African-Americans must work harder to achieve some level of success in 

comparison to her White Caucasian peers. 

 With regard to culture as a structural factor, one of the participants stated she has an 

identity crisis at times. She recalled her comments during a discussion with family and her peers 

about young adult experiences now that she is in college. “I’m Nigerian in my house. I’m 

African-American outside my house”, she said to her family. She has had these feelings while 

going through the college-choice process and while navigating campus. Everything has and 

continues to affect her perspective, how she looks at school, people, opportunities, and more. 

This particular student wanted to attend a university that provides her a sense of culture but also 

the ability to express it. Coincidentally, from a cultural perspective, she was shocked while on 

recruiting trips. She stated that prior to arriving at UniversityX’s campus; she had never been 

around many White Caucasian students, just professors.  

 Income and class were briefly mentioned by some of the participants also. In reference to 

income, responses varied; however, there was the perception that middle class individuals 

inevitably face financial hardship. Therefore, the associated family was prepared to seek 

financial assistance as the college conversation began. On the other end of the spectrum, there 

were comments about cost not being a factor whatsoever in reference to the college choice 

process. The focus was on majors, career preparation, peer influence and feedback, mentor 

advice environment. The consensus overall was that KIPP’s impact was felt. At some point, 

financial literacy was discussed throughout the student’s journey in KIPP. There was some 

awareness about cost, scholarships, resources and value of an education, thus increasing the 

importance of making a well-informed decision because it is an investment. 
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Perceptions 

 During the interview process, there was a question pertaining to the student perceptions 

in three areas: (1) of college prior to KIPP; (2) while in KIPP, and (3) after being admitted. 

In addition, the participants were asked to address if while matriculating within 

UniversityX, those perceptions changed and provide understanding to why or why not. 

 When interviewing the participants regarding their perceptions prior to KIPP, the 

responses varied. Two out of the four participants stated they felt, prior to KIPP, college was the 

path to employment, and there was a family member or two who provided motivation for 

wanting to attend. Notable family members most often mentioned were the mothers and 

grandmothers. While there were no comments deemed negative about the fathers, brothers, 

uncles, etc., very rarely was a male figure identified as relevant throughout the college choice 

process. A future study on the impact of a male figure in a minority student’s pursuit of an 

education may be of value. There was a consensus too that society forces the idea of pursuing a 

four-year degree on young adults and perhaps the student’s peers were going to college because 

of that reason. These students indicated that their goals, although not finely detailed, were the 

reasons overall to go to college, not because society says so. There was only one student who 

identified herself as a first generation student. She stated that the idea of being a first generation 

graduate was motivational for her. One student also mentioned that prior to KIPP, her focus was 

sports. “School was an afterthought”, she said. She was a student-athlete with professional 

aspirations. Those aspirations have dwindled; however, the student still desires to be involved 

with athletics in some capacity, via a profession (i.e. employed by a team), volunteer activity or 

as a member of a relevant association. 

 After asking about their perceptions prior to KIPP, next were discussions about their 

perceptions while with KIPP. Half of the participants stated that KIPP’s aggressive and laser 

focus on minority students going to college really resonated with them. The reassurance provided 

drove them more to become strategic and conscientious with the college choice process. Some of 

the actions taken included: asking questions, embracing mentorship from KIPP’s staff, 

conducting research on the schools/colleges, talking to their peers from KIPP already in college, 

etc. In addition, the students were very impressed, pleased and grateful to KIPP for its approach 

towards college testing.  
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 While the perception of college being hard remained, there also were thoughts about 

higher education not being for everyone along with understanding that success was contingent 

upon effort, interest, sense of direction and support.  

 However, after being admitted to UniversityX, some of the student’s perceptions prove to 

not be true. Two out of four study participants felt like the work in college was not hard. While 

they had a reality check when thinking about the rigor and demand, the work still was feasible to 

do and excel in. The students also paid more attention to how they learned – from 

comprehending information, to retaining it, along with engaging in critical thinking and finding 

value in their coursework. They felt a customized approach to their education was best versus 

mirroring the approach of their peers.  

 What was apparent is KIPP’s value, even while the students are in college. Several of the 

students noted that they frequently communicate with their KIPP guidance counselor while in 

UniversityX. The communication was not about the ‘nuts and bolts’ of college. It was more 

about guidance, seeking advice regarding non-academic things that could be progress 

impediments. Many of these students never thought about the relationship with their counselor 

ending upon completion of the KIPP program. This was a lifelong relationship and the counselor 

was thought to be readily available for them, as needed. True or not, the mere notion their 

support system was still intact as it was while in KIPP motivated the students to persevere during 

trials and tribulations on campus (no specifics were given about the trials and tribulations – 

general terms were used). 

 Moreover, the students felt UniversityX was aggressive with its communication and 

marketing regarding graduating on time. In addition, the students also felt professors were not 

the villainous creatures they thought them to be. Engagement is equally important as academics, 

there is a sense of empowerment as they journey along without family and lastly, interest will 

drive effort.  

 

COLLEGIATE COGIZANCE 

 

Access and Affordability 

When asked if aware of the attention higher education is getting in reference to 

affordability, student debt, and access, unquestionably, all the participants are cognizant of 
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these issues. The students stated they are well aware of tuition cost rising at some institutions. 

Hence, the students understood why many of their peers stayed in state to attend college. 

Because of this, all of the students stated more targeted scholarship initiatives are needed, 

primarily so options are not limited and decisions are truly based on expected experience, 

majors, programs, and personal and professional development. In fact, they felt like much of 

what they have found, regarding scholarship resources, was not by happenstance. The students 

complained about the inconsistency regarding scholarship communication. They desire more 

loans that come with forgiveness options. 

All of the participants stated KIPP provides financial literacy classes and suggested the 

resource is highly favored and valued. One participant stated HBCUs receive too many 

scholarship resources, in their opinion. This student frowned upon the idea of attending an 

HBCU as she felt an experience could suffocate personal growth. The student deemed the 

concept of HBCUs as unfair and providing only one kind of perspective.  

Three out of the four students also credited family for heightening their awareness of 

accessibility, affordability and student debt. Many of the students suggested that the concerns, 

complaints and straightforward stances by their family members scared them. Financing school 

is constantly on their minds as a result. Stress and anxiety are serious concerns, due to the fear of 

needing to take a leave of absence from school for a semester or longer.  

The participants tied affordability and student debt to access. Not once throughout the 

interview process did any of the participants state that undermatching was an issue. None of 

them stated anything about improper admission standards, schools/colleges being too selective or 

lacking in preparation at the high school level. All but one participant stated the biggest 

roadblock regarding accessibility has been finances. 

 

College Choice Process 

 The college choice process can be a hectic experience for some prospective students and 

their stakeholders. During the interview, I asked each participant to comment on what 

variable(s) influenced their decision to choose UniversityX. In addition, I asked each of them 

to share with me their least and most important variables with regard to the process, along 

their stakeholder’s view, and if they had any college graduate networks that influenced their 

decision-making. 
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 Firstly, we discussed the factors that played roles in each of the student’s decision-

making. There were two common themes: location was of importance and the influence of the 

mother. Two out of four interviewees stated that location was one of the deciding factors to 

attend UniversityX. Being close to home to share the enjoyment of being in college with family, 

while still far away enough to have their own identity was deemed important. In addition, the 

role of the mother in the process was imperative. Their expectations, concerns, values, beliefs 

and preferences all weighed heavily on the students in their decision-making. Other variables 

mentioned were KIPP’s college preparation approaches (i.e. career seminar class and applicable 

majors), reputation - most notably of the business school, athletic programs and those of the 

professors, financial assistance from the university and diversity. With diversity, two 

perspectives were brought up. One was the idea of a more inclusive environment and embracing 

cultural intelligence. The other was, as a minority student of color, considering their schooling 

background. For example, one student suggested that KIPP, which is primarily for Hispanics and 

African-Americans, did not expose her enough to other populations, most notably, White 

Caucasians. The student suggested that she wanted something completely diverse and more 

inclusive of White Caucasians and Asians. 

 Secondly, the most important to the students were UniversityX’s attributes – cost, 

graduation rates, size and location. Oddly enough, majors, minors, certificates, and advanced 

opportunities were not mentioned. That said, KIPP’s college preparation also received positive 

feedback and was referenced several times as meaningful and impactful. UniversityX’s alumni 

also was mentioned multiple times. Their feedback regarding the experience they had at 

UniversityX has the opportunity to resonate because of the credibility and benefit of the doubt 

their testimonials warrant.  

 Subsequently and thirdly, the least important factors were discussed. Two out of four 

stated that location was the most important. The remainder of those that felt otherwise stated 

social activities and the University’s academic programs were the least important. Three out of 

four interviewees suggested academic programming would become the most important factor to 

them as future upperclassmen, along with career related conversations. 

 Following this, we discussed stakeholders and what they found to be the least and most 

important factors to them throughout the process. In general, the interviewee’s stakeholders were 

split on location being the most or least important, which mirrors the student’s perspectives as 
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well. Cost was a divided issue as well. Outside of those two more commonly discussed factors, 

most important was whether the student’s expectations were going to be met. Least discussed 

was the social scene of the university and safety. However, with regard to safety, many of the 

stakeholders, most notably the parents, enrolled in the alert system that UniversityX has. What 

stood out to me was the mother being identified as the paramount stakeholder by each 

interviewee. There was no mention of siblings, aunts, uncles or father figures. Seldom 

throughout the interviews, in reference to other questions was the grandmother mentioned, but 

oddly enough, not the grandfather.  

 Lastly, we discussed a college graduate network. The consensus was the interviewees 

benefitted from KIPP’s college/career preparation approaches. The approaches resonated. 

Equally, so did having a UniversityX alumni network. For one student, she had a cousin that 

graduated from UniversityX’s law school. The interviewee stated that her cousin “was annoying 

at times” because of his aggressive nature to provide advice, but she appreciated it. Some 

examples of advice revolved around how to navigate college, paying for university fees and 

books (planning for), and the campus culture. She defined the culture as gritty, a grind and of a 

blue-collar mentality striving for white-collar opportunities.  

 There was another student whose biology teacher at KIPP was also a UniversityX 

alumnus. This alumnus provided insight on majors, campus life, engagement opportunities, and 

spoke highly overall of her UniversityX experience. Although the interviewee stated she would 

still have chosen UniverityX without the advice because of its proximity to a developing 

downtown, it helped shape her perspective on the university. The interviewee considers the 

UniversityX alumnus and KIPP teacher a mentor. Other influential advice given by an alumnus 

mentioned by the interviewees that resonated was taking risk, being bold and the importance of 

having a sustainable personal brand. 

 

COLLEGIATE AND NON-COLLEGIATE SURROGATE CONATIONS 

 

Life Without KIPP 

 When asked about attending college, without KIPP’s involvement, all of the 

interviewees stated yes. Firstly, all of the students had college aspirations at an early age. In 

addition, the idea of college was planted like a seed well in advance. It appears the mother of 
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each interviewee planted the seed. Secondly, these interviewees are motivated not by KIPP but 

by those they want to make happy. These people include those that have been supportive 

throughout the pursuit to achieve a degree, providing support on many levels – financial, 

emotional and professional. Lastly, two out of four interviewees attended school programs prior 

to KIPP that echoed similar messages differently. Mentioned were YES Prep Public School and 

Mastery Charter School. At each, the interviewees developed the goals of going to college. 

KIPP, meanwhile, ensured the interviewees would be admissible to college and prepared via 

counseling and support. 

 

Life Minus UniversityX 

 Although many of the students believe that going to college was the only option post high 

school, I did ask them about where they would be if they were not matriculating at 

UniversityX. Three out of four interviewees stated that if they were not matriculating at 

UniversityX, they would be at another institution, preferably in the east central part of the United 

States. States like Virginia, North Carolina and Georgia were mentioned. No indication was 

given regarding the allure to southern universities. The remaining interviewee stated they would 

be working full-time. In addition, their hope would be the work could turn into a long-term 

entrepreneurial opportunity. The remaining interviewee also mentioned proceeding with some 

form of global traveling.  

 

ADMINISTRATION EXPECTATIONS 

  

The UniversityX Administrators Perspective 

 There were four senior administrators, known to be involved with the partnership design, 

its implementation and oversight, in collaboration with KIPP, sought out for feedback. They 

represent four specific departments – the Dean’s office in UniversityX’s highly regarded School 

of Business, Enrollment Management, Undergraduate Admissions and Vice Provost for 

Undergraduate Studies office. 

 Two out of the fours administrators participated. The university administrators were 

asked the following questions regarding the partnership between UniversityX and KIPP: 

1. Who specifically is responsible for the partnership and what is its purpose?  

2. What are the expectations for the partnership? 
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3. How will the partnership be assessed and by whom? 

4. What are (or have been) the challenges for this partnership? 

5. What are the partnership’s goals from each organization’s perspective? How will success 

be measured for this partnership? 
 

When asked who specifically is responsible for the partnership and what its purpose is, 

the Dean’s office representative in the School of Business at UniversityX stated the relationship 

was an unintentional result of attending a networking event a few years ago. At this event, the 

representative became intrigued with KIPP’s mission and core values. The representative felt the 

School of Business could continue to diversify its student body by aligning with KIPP, which 

would bode well for UniversityX overall.  

With regard to the expectations of the partnership, the Dean’s office representative felt it 

was important to acknowledge the benefit from the agreement for the university, not just the 

School of Business. In fact, many of the students accepted via the agreement represent areas and 

disciplines beyond business, such as public health, liberal arts and science. 

The Dean’s office representative believes that the biggest challenge to date is the lack of 

synergy amongst the KIPP students at UniversityX. She stated: “They don’t know each other, 

therefore there is a lack of community, which was an underlining goal of the partnership.” She 

reflected on her experience thus far as the Campus Liaison between UniversityX and KIPP, 

citing a series of conversations in the past with participants where it was clear they did not know 

who was from KIPP at UniversityX. 

In reference to assessment, the partnership and measuring success, the Dean’s office 

representative stated that nothing official has been done nor scheduled. She welcomes any form 

of assessment going forward to accomplish what she believes is the sole partnership goal – to 

provide access. 

 The representative for Enrollment Management at UniversityX also stated it was a 

networking function that led to conversation of having a partnership. Through follow-up and a 

series of meetings, the partnership agreement was developed. The enrollment representative 

stated negotiations were “easy.” In addition, he agreed that access was the primary goal of the 

partnership. 

 The enrollment representative stated he was not aware of any serious challenges but also 

acknowledges that he is “not in the trenches” with these students. 
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 When asked about assessment, the partnership and measuring success, a few things were 

addressed: (1) the representative would like to know in future research how many partnership 

agreement students proceeded with UniversityX’s alternative admission process. The alternative 

process offers admission to students whose academic success cannot be measured accurately 

solely based on by standardized test scores. Instead, these students can proceed with short-

answer essays to uniquely create open-ended questions that require critical thinking; (2) the 

representative would like to know who proceeded with the alternative option as a KIPP student, 

did not come and why. As of spring 2017, the enrollment representative is not aware of any 

assessment ongoing of the KIPP students at UniversityX.  

Regarding measurement, the enrollment representative in the future would like to know 

the following about the partnership students through internal assessment: retention rates, 

academic performance, if the students are on track to graduate in a timely manner and are 

participants in the university’s four-year graduation program and interested in graduate school. 

A one-year review was completed on the partnership in September 2016. The enrollment 

representative would only suggest, from the review, an interest in persistence versus retention. 

The review was done informally and over the phone with a KIPP contact.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION AND  

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

 

Brief Summary 

 

 The purpose of this study was to discern the configuration, processes, goals, future, and 

challenges of a charter network as it relates to a partnership with a four-year institution in the 

northeast part of the United States. In addition, the study is supposed to help readers better 

understand the structural factors (i.e. race) that impact the students involved and overall, the 

partnership.   

The primary research question was aimed at the KIPP program students, as their 

graduates (KIPP alumni) transition to college. The primary research question focuses on the 

factors that shape the motivation, engagement, behavior, or educational aspirations of the 

African-American and Hispanic students once they are pursuing an undergraduate degree and the 

impact the factors have on this process. There are a few sub-questions aimed at the role of 

structural factors such as race, family income and class, student perceptions throughout their 

educational experience, and household dynamics. Some of the topics of discussion resulting from 

the questions include student motivation, behavior, level of engagement and the college-choice 

process. In addition, two senior administrators, involved in the development and implementation 

of the partnership program, were interviewed as well. 

 

Summary of Findings 

 

 Fulfilling the Purpose of the College Partnership. The KIPP partnership with 

UniversityX has several academic, personal and professional goals for each participant, but the 

biggest of them all was to “boost graduation rates” which was mentioned in the Philadelphia 

Inquirer, “A dozen years later, KIPP’s first class graduates” (Woodall, A dozen years later, 

KIPP's first class graduates, 2015). UniversityX’s senior vice-provost said in the article, “the 

incoming Class of 2019 will include at least five KIPP grads.” Of the in-person interviews I 

conducted, all of the student participants stated that they are on track to graduate in May 2019 or 

prior. All of the participants attributed their success to the college readiness component of the 

partnership, therefore making the transition smooth to UniversityX. It appears the attainment of a 
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college degree in a timely manner via the partnership may be just as promising in comparison to 

a scholarship program or articulation agreement.  

  

 Long-term Relationship. Common amongst all of the study’s participants was the 

positive perception of their prior academic and professional guidance at KIPP upon entry to 

UniversityX. The participants all mentioned a variety of attributes of their KIPP counselor that 

resonated with them throughout the college-choice process. In fact, the students ultimately 

decided they wanted the relationship to continue with their KIPP counselor. The students saw the 

relationship as long-term. All of the students mentioned that their perceived long-term 

relationship with a KIPP counselor was cultivated because of the KIPP Through College (KTC) 

program. Without this relationship, all of the participants stated an uncertainty about their ability 

to maximize and to achieve individual goals, those shared with KIPP but also yet to be defined 

and under development. 

 

 The Effectiveness of the KTC. The KTC program was highly praised by my exploratory 

study’s participants. Based on the praise, I would deem this component of KIPP’s programming 

to be the most eximious. The KTC program has identified critical factors for college completion: 

academic readiness, a powerful set of character strengths, the right match, social and academic 

integration and college affordability and financial understanding.  

 All five critical factors, when conversing with each participant, increased their social 

capital on how to navigate and proceed with college. Perhaps these students could not be campus 

tour guides or ambassadors right away, but they were more advanced than most underclassmen 

and first-year upperclassman in my nearly ten years of student services work. In the one to two 

years it may take freshman to be aware of their resources and have the ability to articulate a 

career destination, these students had the ability of both upon arrival to UniversityX. Therefore, 

in comparison, in their first two years, one could argue that KIPP students are polishing, fine-

tuning, and/or executing their long-term plans. In essence, they are potentially more advanced in 

comparison to those at competing schools or within education models. 

 Access and affordability have been linked to one’s preparedness and awareness. Does the 

student know what to do professionally? How early did the conversation take place, which could 

impact time to prepare, strategize and conduct research? Who is or has been helping them? Does 

the university of interest provide the applicable major to his/her career desires? In or out-of-state, 
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therefore, what is the cost of the education and value post-graduation? Do I consider myself 

financially literate with regard to college and the associated expenses? These are just a few 

examples of what my exploratory study’s participants suggested KTC assisted them with, early 

in his/her KIPP experience. The conversations about these topics appeared to be frequent, 

detailed, lengthy and there was some kind of follow-up. The value of preparedness and 

awareness, as both relate to access, affordability and making well-informed decisions, can be 

assessed quantitatively via the savings from not changing majors several times, addressing 

residency, being aware of scholarships and financial resources, to name a few. In a Star-

Telegram article titled “College students beware: Changing majors is expensive”, the writers 

looked at the impact of such things as changing majors. “College students, unsure about what 

they want to do with their lives, often change majors, sometimes more than once. But students, 

take note. Your indecisiveness can come with a high price at Texas’ public universities” (Farner, 

Mdermott, & Pantoja, 2016). With this issue in mind, a program like KTC has become 

imperative. 

 

The Turbulent Experience of Mentorship. As a national network of free, open 

enrollment, college-preparatory public charter schools, KIPP students also benefit from former 

KIPP students, known as KIPP alumni. The KIPP alumni work with the KIPP graduates as they 

enter college and matriculate. They answer college experience related questions, hold one-on-

one mentorship meetings, communicate with current KIPP college students during critical points 

of the semester (i.e. midterms), make sure everyone is aware of their campus resources (i.e. 

Career Center, Student Financial Services), connect and stay in touch via social media, and help 

recruit for KIPP and/or university related events.  

 The consensus amongst the student participants was that while they were aware of the 

alumnae’s role, they did not take advantage of the services made available. They made 

comments like “I became too busy”, “I never attended anything due to work, homework and 

different events taking place on campus”, and “I just don’t have time I guess”. 

 One of the interviewees shared with me his experience as a KIPP alumnus as well as 

being a partnership beneficiary. He stated, “Everyone was initially energized to get involved, but 

interest quickly fizzled.” He went on and added that students became more and more 

irresponsive to e-mails or any form of outreach. On one hand, he understood how busy a student 
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could get once they immerse themselves in college. In addition, other obligations still exist. That 

said, on the other hand, he felt like his own KIPP testimonial of success should have resonated 

with the students, therefore provoking them to participate in all that he was doing on KIPP’s 

behalf. Interestingly enough, he made the connection to how many higher education 

administrators feel today about students – how they do not read, tend to be irresponsive, plan 

poorly, and/or do not always exercise the best judgement, although the maturation process is 

ongoing. He refused to be disappointed though. He was proud of his effort. Over time, he stated 

that he managed his priorities and focused on his career moves, family and relocation. Therefore, 

he made his role as an alumnus his least pressing responsibility. I sensed he was a bit 

discouraged over time and had to make a tough decision: continue with the alumnus 

responsibilities or focus on oneself.  

 

Male Involvement. Throughout my interviews, oddly enough, no participant mentioned 

the role a male played in their life specifically as this pertains to the pursuit of a college degree. 

Admittedly, no mention does not mean that the students did not have a male figure in their life, 

received no guidance regarding college by a male, nor are surrounded by a male who is educated. 

By no means was I, as the researcher, looking for the male to serve as an apotheosis in the 

participant’s life. No presumptions were made. The paramount figure mentioned by all of the 

participants as playing a major role in their academic and/or professional pursuits was the 

mother. The grandmother was often mentioned. 

 

Graduation Expectations. The Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the 

KIPP Foundation and UniversityX, requested support for a collaborative objective to achieve a 

six-year graduation rate for all of the UniversityX KIPP alumni matriculating. Although my 

work includes only a small sample, all of the participants interviewed appear to be on track to 

graduate in under six years. In fact, the participants may graduate within four years. The program 

is an agreement between the university and student to ensure s/he graduates in four years. This 

means having advising sessions at minimum once a semester, having his/her academic progress 

monitored on a semester basis, meeting additional checkpoints, and being required to complete a 

graduation review. Grants are available as well to incentivize the student to stay on track. 
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KIPP’s Impact on Motivation. In the Washington Post article, “KIPP’s explosive 

growth came with slight dip in performance, study says”, “researchers found that KIPP schools 

did not affect student motivation, engagement, educational aspirations or behavior” (Layton, 

2015). After conducting my interviews, the statement appears to be true.  

All of the participants reflected on their upbringing, hardships, specific individuals (i.e. 

mother or grandmother), or a goal that served as motivation to be where they are today and 

create a path for tomorrow. That said, it appears that the motivation already existed but still 

needed a vehicle to bring this motivation to the forefront. The formula to achieve success, per the 

participants, appears to be pre-existing motivation in addition to being managed by an entity that 

provides constant, consistent and customized quality assurance from a student/professional 

development lens. In other words, KIPP served as and continues to be a permanent “life coach.”  

In reference to engagement, the competition has been recognized as fierce and global, 

thereby creating a mindset of getting involved, building a network and investing in education. 

All of the participants suggested that KIPP and its variety of services helped them articulate their 

aspirations better. In addition, the consensus seems to be that KIPP helped them with 

preparedness for higher education and/or the real world, as a result, assisting with being more 

aware of their past, present and future. Moreover, it appears that KIPP was seen as a resource to 

polish oneself, with the goal of becoming seasoned and well refined prior to entry into higher 

education and/or the real world. Participants sighted growth, with KIPP’s help, in the areas of 

maturation, social and emotional intelligence, and cultural consciousness to determine values, 

morals and beliefs. In the Washington Post article, Steve Mancini, a KIPP spokesperson, stated 

that KIPP is trying to “create as many kids as possible who are ready for college and have a life 

full of choices.” That appears to be accurate per the participants involved with my exploratory 

study.   

 

Interaction with the KIPP Alumni College Ambassador. Of the participants involved 

with my exploratory study, one was not only a KIPP alumnus and UniversityX graduate, but a 

KIPP alumni college ambassador during his time matriculating as an undergraduate. As a college 

ambassador, there were struggles with the following: 

 Generating ideas to get the students to be invested  

 Keeping students engaged after the first few weeks of school starting 
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 Sustaining momentum to build on the excitement upon school starting 

 Student responsiveness  

 Tracking and assessing the student’s involvement throughout campus 

 Time constraints (i.e. the aforementioned ambassador had seven classes in one semester 

while assisting KIPP) 

The KIPP alumni college ambassador did have some success that revolved around life 

skills. For example, the ambassador had developed a money management information workshop. 

The event highlighted strategies on how to save, when and when not to spend money, how to 

make “fast money” and the risks and advantages of credit. The inspiration actually came from a 

book that author Suze Orman wrote which focused on young adults and money management, 

primarily for college students. It was the belief of the ambassador that the event was needed 

because to him, the majority of college students use the summer time, while out of school, to 

work to save and they should be reminded of strategic methods in order to do so. The 

ambassador went as far as tapping into the resources of an industry partner with the business 

school of UniversityX.  KIPP assigned an Accenture liaison, a business management consultant 

agency, to assist. 

 

Campus Liaison Impact.  The campus liaison, via KIPP’s College Connections 

program, plays a huge role in the success of its KIPP audience. This individual is asked to do the 

following: 

 Bring together the cohort assigned annually for a meet-and-greet 

 Hold one-on-one mentor/mentee meetings as needed revolving around topics like 

finances, campus life, academics and careers 

 Hold social gatherings/events on the assigned campus 

 Check-in on or follow-up with the student during critical/cyclical time periods during the 

semester (i.e. midterm evaluations, registration period for future semesters, finals) 

 Be a connector, as needed, between the student and university wide resources (i.e. 

tutoring, student organizations, etc.) 

The liaisons also implement a yearlong scalable support plan that mirrors the timing of 

the university academic calendar. The yearlong plan serves as a tool within KIPP’s College 

Connections program to ensure the student is monitored throughout their collegiate journey. The 
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UniversityX campus liaison appeared to be a meaningful resource for the KIPP alumnus in the 

brainstorming process to generate ideas and events for the cohorts, beyond the expectations of 

KIPP via the plan. The KIPP alumnus, during his interview with me for this study, discussed the 

relationship he developed with the liaison. The alumnus, aware that the KIPP-UniversityX 

partnership was already finalized, worried that high-level administrators would be too busy to 

pay attention to his needs. He was similarly concerned that such a senior-level administrator 

might treat his inquiries with nonchalance or outright indifference.  

Secondly, the KIPP alumnus mentioned that the liaison appeared to be equally invested in 

his success with events, activities, and the overall accomplishments of KIPP as an organization. 

The equal investment and buy-in meant a lot to the KIPP alumnus. The liaison was intolerant of 

mediocrity and stressed the importance of being different, honest, real, yet performance oriented 

along with being goal driven. There were some transferrable skills the alumnus gained from the 

interaction as well.  

Lastly, the alumnus expressed his sincere gratitude for the liaison’s gratefulness for such 

a program. Ultimately, it was another resource to retain students. The services provided were not 

directly managed by the liaison, UniversityX, or school/college involved; however, garnered 

results that benefitted all parties involved. Most business schools across the country have 

capacity issues. Whether it be from the faculty-student ratio in a classroom to the advisor-advisee 

arrangements, the alumnus appreciated the importance the liaison saw in the partnership to help 

alleviate some of those issues. 

For the KIPP College Connections program, there are also two other managerial figures 

involved. The college partnership manager (CPM) is the liaison’s contact. S/he manages the 

partnership with the region, any crisis involving the alumnus and/or the anything revolving 

around KTC. In addition, s/he is responsible for follow-up with the liaison. The college 

connections manager (CCM) provides general support, assists with the implementation of ideas, 

and addresses any concerns/roadblocks tied to network. Neither manager was a part of this study.  

 

The Need for Ongoing Assessment and Measurement. The administrators responsible 

for the development of the partnership program and its implementation clearly suggested that 

UniversityX needs to do a better job with tracking these students. Questions about retention, 

academic success, entry to UniversityX, and more could not be readily answered. There is a 
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genuine concern about taking on more partnership students, while perhaps not being equipped to 

do so. To become equipped, reviewing data on these students will be imperative to draw 

conclusions from the first few cohorts and to make well-informed decisions going forward. 

 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

 

From my research, there are several implications for policy and practice applicable to 

charter school and university partnerships: 

 

Policy 

 All charter schools should conduct research on the value of having a partnership 

with a university 

Much like the $50 million grant the United States Department of Education gave KIPP to 

look into its rapid growth in 2010 (Layton, 2015), they should research what the potential 

mobility (social, vertical, lateral, horizontal and inter-generational) value would be if all 

charter schools had partnerships with universities.  

 High-quality public charter schools and avoiding undermatching 

High-quality public charter schools should have direct access, preferably via a 

partnership, to colleges/universities (i.e. Ivy League schools) that meet the superior 

academic achievement of their applicable students to avoid undermatching.  

Practice 

 Connect KIPP and the individual student’s academic advising units 

With the growing importance of academic advising in a student’s undergraduate 

experience, it appears that both KIPP and the college/university could assist one another 

with efforts aimed at retention, student motivation, behavior and engagement. The 

literature and information available suggests that KIPP’s counselors, alumni, 

ambassadors, and one single college liaison are the key players in the overall effort 

towards college completion and career placement. Advising and other units (i.e. 

University Career Center) could play a major role in boosting the efforts and results in 

the four aforementioned key areas. 

 Establish mechanisms and/or strategies to increase the involvement of males that 

wish to be a part of the student’s success 
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My research suggests that male involvement in a student of color’s pursuit of an 

undergraduate degree via a charter school education and university partnership agreement 

is low or lacking completely. Intentionality may be needed to increase male involvement 

throughout the student’s experience while part of the partnership. In addition, assessing 

the value of the male involvement will be imperative also. 

 Identify KIPP students as a cohort of significant interest 

Each university, per partnership, should identify the KIPP students as a special interest 

group as like student-athletes, international students, veterans and honor students are, due 

to the nature of the specialized honed in services provided to them and growing entry 

number into a four-year school. 

 Identify and assess the programming provided as a university retention effort 

It is unclear how many KIPP students have an unfavorable academic standing after their 

first semester in college or after. In addition, retention is not solely tied to the academic 

performance of students. The KIPP cohorts should be assessed by cohort year and in 

comparison to the following, for example: other public school partnerships, non-public 

school attendees, other special interest groups, those identified as being a part of two or 

more cohorts simultaneously (i.e. KIPP student and university student-athlete) and 

regionally (i.e. KIPP-university partnerships: east central in comparison to those 

representing the mid-Atlantic). Given the specialized activities and programming being 

provided to the KIPP students, that are similar to other special interest groups, one could 

argue that the experience itself with KIPP is a retention tool for each individual student. 

 

Recommendations for Research 

 

 Based on the findings in my exploratory study, below are recommendations for future 

research as a result: 

 Industry investment in the college-choice. Table 4.4 suggests there may be some 

opportunity for the UniversityX science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) 

industry partners to get involved with the recruitment of these students. There appears to be a 

significant interest in STEM related majors by these students who are of color, as indicated in the 

U.S. News article, “Minorities, Women Still Underrepresented in STEM Fields, Study Finds”, 

written by Alan Neuhauser.  
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Asians, for example, made up 19 percent of scientists and 

engineers in the United States in 2010 – far higher than their 

proportion in the general population, which was 5 percent. By 

contrast, African Americans, Hispanics, American Indians and 

Alaska Natives, “historically underrepresented racial and ethnic 

groups,” the report described, accounted for 10 percent of the 

country’s workers in science and engineering in 2010 – up slightly 

from 7 percent in 1993, but still a far smaller proportion than their 

share of the general population, which was 26 percent. (Neuhauser, 

2014) 

There appears to be some opportunity to work with universities with charter school 

partnerships to boost the number of minorities in the STEM fields. 

 Admissions entry alternatives. Table 5.1 also compares the SAT/ACT scores of the 

students. A study on the students that entered, if any, per the university’s alternative entry option 

is highly recommended. As stated earlier in chapter four, UniversityX does have a process that 

admits students whose academic success cannot be measured accurately solely based on 

standardized test scores. Instead, these students can proceed with short-answer essays to uniquely 

create open-ended questions that require critical thinking. The comparative analysis should be 

done on the attendees and non-attendees. 

 The role of academic advising in a charter school and college partnership. Academic 

advising units typically play a role in a student’s undergraduate success. As the recipient of many 

thank you letters and appreciated, yet unnecessary praise from advisees, I have seen firsthand the 

importance of quality assurance that academic advising provides, along with prescriptive and 

transformative measures for success. One could ask if the academic advising unit responsible for 

the KIPP alumni student has a formal role in the partnership agreement. Throughout this study, 

none of the participants mentioned the importance, relevance or impact of, or acknowledged 

their academic advising unit from his/her home school. I found this to be interesting given that at 

UniversityX, each school/college has an academic advising unit and due to specific graduation 

initiatives in place, interaction with an academic advisor at minimum, each semester at least 

once, is oftentimes required/expected. In the article “The Role of Academic Advising in Student 

Retention and Persistence”, author Jayne Drake (2011) says that “student success must be at the 
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core of all institutional work and decision making; therefore, academic advising is critical to the 

success of higher education” (Drake, 2011, p. 11). Understanding the role of academic advising 

(advisor-advisee relationship) within a charter school network and college partnership would be 

a noteworthy study. My hunch is that either partnerships could be strengthened and yield greater 

results for advising. Advising is often the platform for advisees to address issues. The platform 

also serves like a consumer feedback database, where the insight not provided elsewhere is now 

captured and could be of use in the future. 

 The male presence throughout a student’s undergraduate career, specifically for 

minority students that enter college traditionally, straight from high school. I was 

completely befuddled by the findings/results of my exploratory study. I found the male role, in 

comparison to the females, the students identified as impactful with regard to his/her aspirations, 

motivation and behavior was minimal. The two stakeholders mentioned solely and often 

throughout my findings were the mother and grandmother. In the article “KIPP Students Found 

to Have Edge in Academics But Not Attitude”, Heitin (2015) mentioned the parental role. 

“Critics of KIPP have long said low performers and students who lack parental support tend to 

drop out or not enroll, which inflates the charters’ scores.” As part of this future research, 

looking at the academic prowess or lack thereof via the parental dynamics (i.e. single parent 

situations – comparing/contrasting male and female parents, two parent households, 

grandparents, adoptions, etc.) could prove to be beneficial for the charter school, and/or college 

arena in education.  

 The epochs of each participant that led her/him to already being motivated prior to 

proceeding with his/her higher education. In the article, “KIPP Students Found to Have Edge 

in Academics But Not Attitude”, a study commissioned by KIPP and conducted by Mathematica 

Policy Research, Heitin (2015) suggested that student achievement was positively impacted as a 

result of KIPP’s approach to students but not so much his/her motivation, engagement, or 

behavior. I found within my exploratory study that the participants were already motivated to 

achieve their aspirations prior to KIPP. KIPP and the partnership overall with UniversityX, 

provided the students with additional resources, quality assurance, and direction to ensure their 

aspirations could be achieved. That said, finding out what led to the pre-motivation would be 

beneficial for researchers and similar education stakeholders in some kind of partnership. One 

could assume that there was some kind of coming of age or defining moment that created such 
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motivation and behavior. Investigating patterns, defining moments, similarities of such, would be 

beneficial for research purposes.  

 The value of consanguinity. Many of the study’s participants mentioned that they still 

value the guidance received by their KIPP mentor/counselor. Interestingly enough, the students 

did not see the relationship ending just because their time with KIPP concluded as they entered 

college and began to matriculate. For reasons not completely addressed/identified, it appeared 

that having a consistent supporter beyond a family member was imperative to staying motivated, 

focused, goal oriented, and maintaining the ability to trust oneself after getting reassurance from 

a KIPP counselor. Future research should investigate if the consistent relationship with a KIPP 

counselor fills a gap in the student’s life. If so, what is that gap that, if not managed, could 

impede his/her progress, thus always needing access to the counselor they connect with, and 

long-term, identify as a life advocate. Perhaps a longitudinal research project extending over 

years or even decades, post-graduation after his/her undergraduate program, could be done. I am 

curious if the relationship, if extended post-graduation, could positively influence one’s life 

professionally as they enter a new arena – the real world. What about other aspirations like 

graduate school? What is the impact of KIPP, specifically the counselor the student has 

maintained a long-term relationship with, on their career trajectory, the dynamic of their own 

family (i.e. their future children), or other relationships? If KIPP feels its investment does go 

beyond the preferred four-year graduation expectancy or per the MOU, six-years max, would 

they be willing to track such progress or lack thereof, in addition to offering services/resources, 

perhaps via the counselor identified by the student as a long-term /lifetime supporter, to truly 

embody the KIPP alumni status? 

 A comparative analysis regarding the academic performance of its students, 

traditional four-year institutions and Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU). 

While the article, “KIPP’s Explosive Growth Came With Slight Dip in Performance Study 

Says”, (Layton, 2015) focused on KIPP’s elementary and high school performances, it would be 

interesting to compare the academic outcomes thus far between the traditional four year schools 

and HBCU’s. With HBCU’s having environments (i.e. campus life), faculty, staff, 

administration, services, and resources more conducive for minority students, is it fair to assume 

they perform better? If they are not, why and what are the concerns, impediments, and/or 

shortcomings? If all is equal between the two communities how and are there best practices that 
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can be shared with the rest of the higher education industry? Are there practices/efforts that work 

within the HBCU arena as they pertain to KIPP that would bode well for the traditional KIPP 

partnership schools to adopt? What is the impact on student’s motivation, level on engagement, 

and behavior of the environment of a traditional four-year school in comparison to an HBCU? In 

general, the suggested research would add to the scholarly work being done on charter networks, 

students of color, the college-choice process, and motivation, engagement, and student behavior.  

 KIPP’s partnership involvement beyond post-graduation. How can KIPP assist its 

alumni post-graduation (when the student is no longer part of the partnership) from a four-year 

institution, with meeting his/her career aspirations or pursuit of an advanced degree? A study on 

KIPP’s role in their graduated participants’ pursuit of a career or advanced degree would be 

interesting given the pressure on higher education institutions to justify not only the cost for a 

degree but also the return on investment in a timely manner. Are the KIPP students securing 

employment faster and with better wages? What are the graduate school acceptance and 

completion rates in comparison to their non-KIPP peers?  

 The KIPP’s agreement in comparison with partnerships for White Caucasian 

students. A comparative analysis should be done on university partnerships, those closely 

similar to KIPP’s with regard to structure, goals and resources, to determine what practices, for 

example, are universal or need to be uniquely designated. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 My exploratory study on the KIPP partnership with UniversityX supports the 

continuation of investigation into the effectiveness of these agreements.  

Firstly, although my findings suggest that KIPP had little to no impact on the students’ 

behavior, motivation and engagement as previously suggested by Heitin and Layton (2015), my 

impressions differs somewhat, gleaned from the overall substance of participant responses. In 

addition, despite not being given any official financial incentives for participating in the 

partnership, in comparison to a scholarship program, the students involved are on track to 

graduate in a four-year period, are in good academic standing, and motivated to meet the 

definition s/he gives to the word success.  

 Secondly, mothers and grandmothers play a monumental role with regard to the 

partnership students’ motivation, behavior and levels of engagement. It appears that the students 
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feel indebted to either individual or both. When in doubt, having moments of uncertainty, or 

experiencing what it is like to manage a progress impediment, s/he reflects and thinks about the 

mother and/or grandmother and are immediately reminded of their expectations, sacrifices made 

to position them for success, and stories of defeating the odds as a minority of color, using 

education as a vehicle to do so. 

 Thirdly, while it is not easy to measure one’s grit, tenacity and moxie, it was clear to me 

that these partnership students were driven by the fear of failure. The concept of ‘pressure 

busting pipes’ is one thing, but the mere thought of not (1) contributing positively to society; (2) 

becoming a product of a previous environment that perhaps was not conducive to success; (3) 

living up to expectations; (4) changing the family’s trajectory and breaking a trend and/or, (5) 

regretting not maximizing one’s potential although capable, are all factors in steering these 

students towards a successful path.  

 Lastly, rather than an indictment, my exploratory study appears to support the overall 

agenda, model and approach of a charter school network. By no means does my research nor the 

findings suggest that other models do not work. However, the growth of charter schools, their 

partnerships with universities, and the selection of Betsy DeVos as the education secretary, may 

suggest that society may be in favor of more publicly funded independent schools, early and 

strategic approaches towards a college education and career preparation, and supporting for-

profit options … if not for all students, at minimum, perhaps for those aimed at assisting 

minorities of color. The support for more charter options and university partnerships may only 

grow if issues such as following their district's rules, hiring unionized teachers, having proper 

oversight and being accountable are assessed and the findings are reported. 

 A UniversityX admissions report indicated which KIPP charter schools s/he attended. 

One conclusion could be that these students decided to attend a university in close proximity 

within his/her hometown that had a partnership with KIPP. The KIPP-UniversityX report 

demonstrates that three out of the four who chose UniversityX are not from the metro area in in 

the state it is located. It is reasonable to assume that the difference on tuition/proximity to home 

did not account for this factor. In addition, this revelation indicates how likely it is a prospective 

minority student will choose to pursue a four-year degree outside of his/her hometown despite 

the tuition benefits tied to staying in state.   
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