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Research Question

• Has social stratification in U.S. postsecondary 
 institutional destination increased over time?



Literature Review

• Access to postsecondary education in the U.S. 
 has increased in recent decades (National 

 Center for Educational Statistics, 2008)
• As more people attain a particular education 

 credential, the value of that credential 
 decreases (Collins, 1979; Weber, 1948)

• Credentials from elite institutions retain their 
 value because they are – by definition –

 always in short supply (Bourdieu, 1984, 1988)



Literature Review

• Therefore, as postsecondary access increases so 
 does competition for access to elite institutions, 
 as people use prestigious credentials to 

 distinguish themselves (Labaree, 1988, 1997)

• Lower SES households are relegated to less 
 prestigious institutions because they have fewer 

 resources to devote to the competition for elite 
 postsecondary access (Raferty & Hout, 1993; 

 Swirski & Swirski, 1997).



Literature Review

• Prior research finds a significant relationship 
 between SES/ethnicity and selectivity of 

 postsecondary institution even after controlling 
 for academic preparation (Hearn, 1991; Karen, 

 2002).
• No research has looked at change over time in 

 these relationships.
• No research has exploited recently available data 

 on postsecondary education access of 2004 high 
 school seniors.



Data

• Three national longitudinal datasets tracking 
 progress from secondary education into 

 postsecondary education/labor market:
– High School and Beyond (HS&B:1980)

• High school senior class of 1980
– National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS:1988)

• High school senior class of 1992
– Educational Longitudinal Study (ELS:2002)

• High school senior class of 2004



Selected independent variables. Weighted mean, standard 

 deviation, and un‐weighted number of missing observations



Outcome variable #1

• (Average SAT score)/10 at first postsecondary 
 institution attended by student

• Note: ACT scores converted to SAT scores
• Problems with this variable:

– Outcome variable is missing for students who do 
 not attend postsecondary education or who 

 attend an institution that does not require SAT 
 scores (i.e. community college, non‐selective 4‐
 year college) leading to potential selection bias.



Predicted average SAT score of first institution 
 attended for different characteristics



Outcome variable #2

• Category representing selectivity of first 
 postsecondary education institution attended

• Coding:
– 0= did not attend PSE, 1= attended 2‐yr institution 

 or less, 3= attended non‐selective 4‐yr institution, 
 4= attended selective 4‐yr institution, 5= attended 
 very selective 4‐yr institution

• Data source: 
– Selectivity cell clusters of the 1992 Cooperative 

 Institutional Research Project (CIRP)



Ordinal selectivity of first postsecondary institution, weighted

 

column 

 percentages (not including missing observations) and un‐weighted 

 frequencies.



Selectivity of first postsecondary institution by race

 (weighted row percentages, missing observations not included)



Selectivity of first postsecondary institution by selected SES decile 

 (weighted row percentages, missing observations not included)



Selectivity of first PSE attended by parental education (weighted 

 row percentages, missing observations not included)



Policy Implications
Increase Awareness of the problem among policymakers and institutional leaders

Research on trends
Communicating findings of research to policymakers

Improve equity of distribution of students among selective institutions
Improve information to low SES students
Targeting low SES high schools for guidance counseling funds
Guidance counseling training

Expand enrollment at public selective institutions
Money
Faculty productivity
Formula funding

Improve nonselective institutions
Improve graduation rates
Quality of learning outcomes
Funding opportunities
Quality remediation
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