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Project Description
Project title:
How Parental Education Shapes the Postsecondary Plans and Outcomes of
Students
Statement of the research problem and national importance (limit 750 words):
What is the research problem this proposal intends to address?
Why is this topic of national importance?
Why is it timely to conduct this research at this time?
1. What is the research problem?
The main research problem for this study is to determine the ways in which the educational attainment level of parents affects the choices made by
their children regarding postsecondary education. Researchers who have studied college access and completion have often found that the
socioeconomic status of a student’s family has a significant impact on student aspirations, decisions, and outcomes (e.g., Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005). Socioeconomic status is a construct affected by factors such as the financial resources of a student’s family, and the educational experiences
of a student’s family.
Even though many researchers use measures of parental education in their studies, we do not yet fully understand how parental education helps to
shape the decisions and outcomes of students. The lack of understanding is due in part to variations in how we represent parental education in
statistical models. For example, researchers can define parental education in terms of years of education, highest credential earned, or whether
parents have at least some form of postsecondary education. The effects of parental education on students may also depend on which parent
(mother or father or both) has postsecondary training.
To illustrate, studies often focus on whether “first-generation” college students are less likely than their peers to go to college and earn a degree.
But it is not clear how first-generation status should be defined. Is a first-generation student someone for whom neither parent has earned a
college degree, or only one parent and if so which one, and does the type of degree matter? Or should students whose parents have gone to, but
not completed, college also be classified as first-generation students?
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It is also important to determine if the level of a parent’s college education matters. Studies often group families together regardless of their level
of postsecondary education, and yet it is likely that students from families where one or more parent has earned a graduate degree may have
higher aspirations and outcomes than other students.
In this study, we focus on the associations between different ways of representing parental education and the postsecondary aspirations, decisions,
and outcomes of students. We will use longitudinal data from the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS) to examine a cohort of more than
15,000 10th graders and determine in more detail how parental education helps to shape student postsecondary experiences. We will estimate a
series of logistic and multinomial logistic regression models to focus on whether student decisions and outcomes are affected by: (1) the way in
which first-generation status is defined, (2) the level of postsecondary education completed by parents, and (3) the number of parents who have
various levels of educational attainment.
2. Why is this topic of national importance?
Educational attainment is an important topic of national concern for both the individuals receiving the education and for society as a whole.
Economists have consistently shown that on average there are large financial returns to students when they earn a college degree (Toutkoushian,
Shafiq, & Trivette, 2013). College thus becomes a means for individuals to increase their economic mobility and address persistent socioeconomic
differences in the United States by race/ethnicity. In addition, studies such as McMahon (2009) have found that postsecondary education leads to a
series of spillover benefits for the public at large that on average exceed the resources spent to support it. One of the main contributions of
postsecondary education to society at large is the potential to raise the nation’s standard of living and global economic competitiveness.
Therefore, it is crucial to develop a better understanding of the factors that affect the decisions made by students about whether to go to college,
and their prospects for completing their college education.
3. Why is it timely to conduct this research at this time?
Despite the broad array of initiatives aimed at accomplishing these goals, many students in the US still do not go to college and/or earn a degree.
There is substantial interest in the US in raising the postsecondary aspirations and experiences of students. The Gates Foundation (2012) and the
federal government have argued that the nation should strive to increase the proportion of students with some form of postsecondary credential.
Likewise, a number of state governments are implementing “performance funding systems” where state funding is tied to the numbers of students
earning postsecondary degrees. The connection between parental education and postsecondary decisions will be particularly relevant in the future
as the demographic composition of the US population continues to shift towards racial/ethnic groups where parental education levels on average
have traditionally been lower.
Review the literature and establish a theoretical grounding for the research (limit 1000 words):
What has prior research found about this problem?
What is the theoretical/conceptual grounding for this research?
1. What has prior research found about this problem?
There is a long history of studies on the many different factors that influence the postsecondary decisions and outcomes for students. Because the
student college choice process involves multiple steps, there are a number of factors that can influence this process. Many studies have focused on
the role of personal factors such as gender and race/ethnicity in student choice, or whether financial incentives and information can help entice
more students to go to college (Astin, 1964; Hearn, 1991; Hossler & Maple, 1993; Maple & Stage, 1991; Nora, 1987; Paulsen & St. John, 2002;
Perna, 2000; Stage & Hossler, 1989).
Within this vast literature, a number of studies address how the socioeconomic status (SES) of a student’s family affects their postsecondary
decisions (Astin & Oseguera, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Sewell & Shah, 1968). In general, these studies have concluded that there is a
positive association between measures of SES and student decisions about college. The positive association suggests that students from higher
SES families can better afford to pay for college, and have more interaction with people who have themselves gone to college and can help
examine the benefits and costs of college.
An important facet of socioeconomic status is the educational attainment of a student’s parents. Researchers have used many different approaches
to measuring this construct. Some studies such as Card (1993) focused on a single variable for the years of parental education, while other studies
including Dubow, Boxer, and Huesman (2009) utilized a single composite variable with values for different degree levels (such as 1=high school,
2=some college, 3=associate degree). Although these approaches are parsimonious, they restrict each increment in parental education to have the
same impact on students.
Another approach to measuring parental education would be to use multiple dichotomous variables for different levels of parental education (e.g.,
Paulsen & St.John, 2002). It is common, however, for studies to combine parents with different levels of college education into two aggregate
categories, such as “first generation” or “not first generation” (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Choy, 2001; Ishitani, 2006; Padgett, Johnson, & Pascarella,
2012; Pascarella et al., 2004; Ward, Siegel, & Davenport, 2012). This research has shown in general that first-generation college students are less
likely than others to go to college and earn a degree. However, first-generation status could be defined based on whether neither parent
graduated from college, neither parent attended college, both parents did not attend/graduate from college, or one specific parent (e.g., mother)
has done so. The definition can also depend on whether “college” refers to any postsecondary institution or only 4-year institutions.
The effects of parental education on their children may further depend on the educational attainment of each individual parent. Some studies have
used variables for both the mother’s and father’s education (e.g., Brewer, Eide, & Ehrenberg, 1999). Due to the correlation between a mother’s and
father’s education, however, the results could be insignificant (Kodde & Ritzen, 1988) which led some researchers to only use the mother’s
education level. It is not clear which parent’s education should matter the most, and it may depend upon which parent is living at home. Finally,
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some prior studies have considered how the number of parents with postsecondary education may affect student decisions. It is possible that
students coming from families where both parents went to college make different decisions than others. And the connection between parental
education and family structure may matter as well.
In a recent analysis of the postsecondary aspirations of high school seniors in New Hampshire (Harding, Parker, & Toutkoushian, 2014), we found
that students were more likely to take college preparatory courses and apply to college as the number of parents with a college education
increased. Likewise, students who had at least one parent with a PhD were more likely to pursue a graduate education. These results support the
notion that the effect of parental education on students goes beyond the simple first-generation/non-first generation dichotomy. However, the
data are not nationally representative, and the data on parental education was reported by students and thus may not be accurate.
2. What is the theoretical/conceptual grounding for this study?
We rely on human capital theory and the college choice framework to guide this study. According to human capital theory, individuals invest in
themselves through acquiring new knowledge and skills. As these attributes accumulate, an individual can become more valuable in the workplace,
deserving additional compensation (Becker, 1975; Mincer, 1958; Schultz, 1961). Human capital theory cannot explain the entirety of student collegegoing behaviors, however. Much of the research on college choice has relied on the work of Don Hossler and colleagues (Hossler, Braxton, &
Coopersmith, 1989; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999) and others (Paulsen, 2000; Perna, 2006) to explain the way in
which students tend to make these decisions. The college choice process involves three major phases: predisposition, search, and choice.
There are several reasons why parental education is thought to influence a student’s postsecondary decisions in these frameworks. First, there is a
positive association between educational attainment and earnings, and thus students from more highly-educated families may be better able to
pay for college. Second, parents who have gone to college may have better information about the costs and benefits to college and can help their
children understand these issues. Information from their parents can thus help shape the decisions of students. This is particularly true of parents
who play a large role in providing information to their children. When both parents have gone to college, they may have more cultural capital that
can be used to help entice their children to go to college (Dumais & Ward, 2010; Prospero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007).
Describe the research method that will be used (limit 1000 words):
What are the research questions to be addressed?
What is the proposed research methodology?
What is the statistical model to be used?
1. What are the research questions to be addressed?
Four main research questions will be addressed in this research project:
Question 1: How are the postsecondary decisions and outcomes of students associated with the level of college education of their parents?
Question 2: Are the postsecondary decisions and outcomes of students affected by the number of parents who have started or completed a
college education?
Question 3: Are the postsecondary decisions and outcomes of students affected by how researchers define a “first-generation student”?
Question 4: Do the effects of parental education on the postsecondary decisions and outcomes of students depend on which parent (mother or
father or both) has postsecondary education?
2. What is the proposed research methodology?
In this study, we will use logistic and multinomial logistic regression analysis to examine the relationships between a variety of measures of parental
education and student decisions and outcomes from college. To do this, we will use the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 to follow a
nationally-representative sample of 10th grade students over a 10-year period to see how parental education and other factors suggested by the
literature affect students. The student outcomes of interest for logistic regression will include:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)

whether
whether
whether
whether
whether
whether

students in grade 10 aspire to go to college;
students took college preparatory classes;
student plans to take AP test, SAT, PSAT;
applied to college;
the student enrolls in college; and
the student graduates from college by 2012

Student outcomes of interest for multinomial logistic regression will include:
(1) the level of postsecondary aspiration as of grade 10;
(2) the type of colleges applied to; and
(3) the type of colleges enrolled in
3. What is the statistical model to be used?
The general form of the statistical models that we will examine is:
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Y=α+Dβ+Aγ+Sδ+Pθ+ε
where:
Y = dependent variables
D = demographic variables for students (e.g., gender, race, age)
A = academic ability and performance measures (e.g., HSGPA, SAT, etc.)
S = family SES measures not including parental education (e.g., income, HS attended, number of parents at home, other SES/wealth measures)
P = parental education measures
There are several different approaches that we will use for measuring parental education in the statistical analyses for this project. Beginning with
first-generation vs. non-first generation students, we will estimate separate models where we define non-first generation students as either:
P=
P=
P=
P=
P=
P=

1
1
1
1
1
1

if
if
if
if
if
if

either parent has attended a 2- or 4-year college
either parent has earned a 2- or 4-year degree
either parent has earned a 4-year degree
mother has attended/completed college
father has attended/completed college
birth parent living with student has attended/completed college

With regard to the effects of the highest level of educational attainment of parents, we will create separate dummy variables for the level of
parental education:
P1
P2
P3
P4
P5
P6

=
=
=
=
=
=

1
1
1
1
1
1

if
if
if
if
if
if

highest education level completed
highest education level completed
highest education level completed
highest education level completed
highest education level completed
highest education level completed

for
for
for
for
for
for

a
a
a
a
a
a

parent is
parent is
parent is
parent is
parent is
parent is

HS or less
some college but no postsecondary credential
Associate degree
Bachelor degree
Master degree
Doctor/Professional degree

Finally, we will create variables for the number of parents with postsecondary education:
P=
P=
P=
P=

number
number
number
number

of
of
of
of

parents
parents
parents
parents

who
who
who
who

have
have
have
have

at least an Associate degree
at least a Bachelor degree
at least a Master degree
at least a Doctor/Professional degree

The variables for educational attainment by parent will be interacted with family living status to determine whether the effect of a mother's or
father's education varies with whether they live with the student. All of the statistical analyses for this project will take into account the complex
stratified sampling design of ELS using the weighting variables developed by NCES with the data (e.g., F2BYWT). A complete list of variables from
ELS that will be used in this research project is contained in the Appendix to this project description.
References cited (no word limit):
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Project Description - Appendix
ELS Variable List

NSF Datasets
NSF datasets:
Will you use a NSF dataset?
No
Please check all NSF datasets that apply:

Explain why the selected NSF dataset(s) best serves this research limit (250 words):
Include a variable list for each dataset used.

NCES Datasets
NCES datasets:
Will you use a NCES dataset?
Yes
Please check all NCES datasets that apply:

Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS: 2002)
Explain why the selected NCES dataset(s) best serves this research (limit 250 words):
Include a variable list for each dataset used.
For this study, we will be using ELS. ELS is a longitudinal survey of a nationally-representative sample of approximately 15,400 10th graders
beginning in 2002. Students were then followed up in 12th grade, and two subsequent times (2006 and 2012). The high response rates to the
follow-up surveys in the first and second waves (~89%) ensure that there will be a sufficient number of students in the sample to conduct the
statistical analyses for this project. Descriptive statistics from ELS (NCES 2008-308) reveal that student aspirations and college enrollments vary with
the highest level of educational attainment for either parent.
There are a number of reasons that ELS is an ideal dataset for the purpose of this study. First, the survey collects information from students at the
predisposition and choice stages of their college careers. Thus the data would enable us to determine how parental education affects the initial
predispositions of students, and whether they actually enroll in and graduate from college. This is the most current longitudinal sample of US
students that follows them through normal college completion. The ELS also collected information about parental education from the parents and
not the students, thus enabling us to more reliably test for the effects of parental education on student decisions and outcomes. The list of
variables that will be used in this project are shown in the Appendix to the project description for this proposal.

NPEC Focus Topic
NPEC Focus Topic:
Will you address the NPEC focus topic, Noncredit Instructional Activity at Postsecondary Institutions?
No
If yes, briefly describe (limit 250 words):

Timeline and Deliverables
https://apps.airweb.org/ApplicationProcess/Summary.aspx?aid=e94757c4-8736-e311-8c20-78e3b5103ee3&sid=71c8d6fe-cf44-45a3-9b7d-b5296c5f6b06

7/10

7/7/2014

Summary

Timeline:
Provide a timeline of key project activities.
Dates Project Activities
9/1/2014 Begin research project
9/1/2014 to 12/31/2014 Create variables from ELS for the two studies. Use
descriptive statistics and frequency distributions to
check data.
1/1/2015 to 3/31/2015 Conduct statistical analyses for research project,
and obtain preliminary results for the first study in
this project. Submit mid-year progress report to AIR
by February 6, 2015.
4/1/2015 to 5/24/2015 Draft first paper from the project. Send paper to
NCES for approval. Submit proposal
to present second paper from the project for
presentation at the ASHE conference in November 2015.
5/25/2015 to 5/29/2015 Present first paper at the AIR Forum in Denver, CO.
Please note that the budget includes funding for Rob
Toutkoushian and the Graduate Assistant for this
project (Rob Stollberg) to both attend the AIR Forum
in 2015.
6/1/2015 to 7/31/2015 Revise first paper based on feedback from AIR Forum.
Conduct additional analyses if necessary, submit
first manuscript for publication in an academic
journal.
8/1/2015 to 6/30/2016 Revise first manuscript for eventual publication in
an academic journal. Submit final report to AIR by
October 29, 2015. Submit proposal to present one or
both papers at the AEPF conference on March 17-19,
2016. Send second paper to NCES for approval.
Present draft of second manuscript at the ASHE
conference in November 2015. Revise second paper and
submit to an academic journal by spring of 2016.
Deliverables:
List deliverables such as research reports, books, and presentations that will be developed from this research initiative.
Given the scope of this project, we will break the project into two parts. The first part will address the role of parental education on student
postsecondary aspirations and enrollment, while the second part will examine how parental education affects whether students complete their
postsecondary education. Our goal is to produce papers from each part that would be suitable for publication in leading peer-reviewed journals
in our field, such as The Journal of Higher Education, Economics of Education Review, Education Evaluation and Policy Analysis, Education Finance
& Policy, or The Review of Higher Education.
Disseminate results:
Describe how you will disseminate the results of this research.
(Note: Costs of travel to meetings should be calculated on the budget page.)
The dissemination of results from the research will begin by sharing preliminary findings from the first paper with NCES for their approval to
disseminate. We will then present the results at the AIR conference in Denver, CO on May 25-29-2015, and share revised versions of the study with
colleagues for their comments. The final manuscript will then be submitted to a suitable academic journal in the summer of 2015.
A similar dissemination plan will occur for the second paper. We will first share the draft of the paper with NCES for their approval in the Fall of
2015, and present the paper at the ASHE conference in Denver, CO on November 7-9, 2015. We will then share the revised version of the
manuscript with colleagues for their comments, and submit the final paper to a suitable academic journal in the spring of 2016. We will also
present findings from one or both of these studies at the AEFP conference in Denver, CO on March 17-19, 2016.

IRB Statement
Statement of Institutional Review Board approval or exemption (limit 250 words):
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As part of the proposal, a statement outlining a plan for Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval is required. The statement should outline the
applicant’s timeline and plan for submitting the proposal to an IRB or explain why IRB approval is not necessary. Final IRB action is not necessary
prior to submitting the application.
An IRB request will be submitted to the University of Georgia in August 2014 for exempt review. Given that similar proposals I have made were
granted exempt status, I anticipate that the same will apply for this project. I will notify AIR when the exempt status is granted by our IRB office.

Restricted Datasets
Statement of use of restricted datasets (limit 250 words):
Applicants should provide a statement indicating whether the proposed research will require use of restricted datasets. If restricted datasets will be
used, the plan for acquiring the appropriate license should be described. Review the requirements for restricted use licenses at the NCES and NSF
websites.
If restricted datasets will not be used, leave this text box blank and click Save and Continue.
The research project will require the use of a restricted-use dataset (ELS) from NCES. I currently hold a license to use the dataset, and the graduate
assistant who will be helping with the project (Robert Stollberg) is also a license holder.

Biographical Sketch(es)
Biographical sketch (limit 750 words):
Robert K. Toutkoushian is a professor of higher education at the Institute of Higher Education at the University of Georgia. He has earned a
bachelors degree in economics from Indiana University of Pennsylvania, and masters and doctorate degree in economics from Indiana University
(Bloomington, IN). Prior to his current position, Dr. Toutkoushian worked in institutional research for seven years at the University of Minnesota and
seven years at the University System of New Hampshire, and was a faculty member in the Educational Leadership and Policy Studies department at
Indiana University. He has published more than thirty studies in peer-reviewed academic journals, twenty chapters in edited books, and served as
editor for five books and monographs. He is also the editor of the AIR-sponsored journal Research in Higher Education, and served as the editor
for the AIR-sponsored publication New Directions for Institutional Research.
Dr. Toutkoushian’s areas of specialization include the economics of higher education and quantitative research methods. The majority of his
publications rely on the type of multivariate analyses that would be used in this research project. Dr. Toutkoushian has published nine studies in
peer-reviewed journals that relied on the National Study of Postsecondary Faculty, which is a restricted-use database compiled by the National
Center for Education Statistics. More recently, he has conducted research on the effects of parental education and other factors on the various
stages of college choice using a longitudinal student record database with 60,000 students from the state of Indiana, and the predisposition stage
of college choice for 8,000 students in the state of New Hampshire.
The Graduate Assistant for this research project is Robert S. Stollberg. Mr. Stollberg is a third year doctoral student at the Institute of Higher
Education at the University of Georgia. Mr. Stollberg has completed his doctoral course work and his areas of specialization are higher education
policy and quantitative research methods in education. Because Mr. Stollberg is already funded at the maximum level by the University of Georgia
for the 2014-15 academic year, the grant budget for this project does not include any funding for his services.
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ELS Variable List
The following is a list of variables from ELS that would be used in this research project:
ELS Questions
BYS56, BYS58
BYS26
BYS55A-C, F1S21A-D
F1S50
F2B13A-F
F3A13A,
F3ICREDTYPE
BYS56, F1S42
F1S49
F2PS1
BYS13
BYS14
BYS15-17
BYS33
BYS41
BYS65
BYS83
BYP2-4, 10
BYS6-8
BYS31
BYP34
BYP35
BYP54
BYP79
BPY84
BYP85

Variable Description
Whether student aspired to go to college in grade 10
Whether student took college-preparatory classes by grade 10
Whether student plans to take AP, SAT, or PSAT exams
Whether student applied to college by grade 12
Whether student enrolled in college by 2006
Whether student graduated from college by 2012
Level of postsecondary aspirations in grades 10 and 12
Type of college applied to
Type of college enrolled in
Birth date of student
Gender of student
Race/ethnicity of student
Taken AP or IB courses by grade 10
Extracurricular activities by grade 10
Student perceptions of parental expectations for education
Student perceptions of parental education
Family status as of grade 10
Number of siblings
How well parent understands English
Educational attainment of each parent
Educational attainment of each grandparent
Parental involvement in school organizations in grade 10
Parental aspirations for 10th grader
Savings for college for 10th grader
Family income
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a stand-alone book, overhead or indirect costs, and living expenses are not allowable.
If you have questions about specific expenditures please contact AIR.

TOTAL REQUESTED

$ 0.00

$

38,372.02

