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Although it is lkely that plans 1o attend a 4-year college are made much earlier than the
last 2 years of high school, few researchiers have assessed the pre-high school fuctors
that influence high school performance and course-enrollnient docisions, which, in turmn,
affect college aitendance. The dafa presented in this article were collected as part of the
fongitudinal Michigan Study of Adolescent Lije Transitions. In this article, we used doia
Sron 681 adolescents in sixth grade and from their mothers 1o predict college aitendance
2 years afier high school graduation. Hierarchical logistic regression revealed the foi-
lowing as significant prediciors of Jull-time college attendunce: youtl's grade point
averages, thelr plans for college, thelr resiliency, family income, mother's education
devel, and mother's educational valuing.
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opportunities for achieving success during adulthood. For most youth, being
able to attend college, however, requires planning and preparation that begins
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1999. Ekstrom, 1985; Horn, 1998). However, few studies have looked at col-
lege plans during early adolescence. This is our first goal. But what influ-
ences these plans? According to the Eccles model, prior academic achieve-
ment, academic-ability self-concepts, and valuing academic tasks are the
important influences. Research supports the following predictions: Aca-
demic self-perception aand subjective task values have a well-documented
refation to such achievement behaviors as course plans and actual choice
and as performance (Eccies et al, (983; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984
Updegraft, Eccles, Barber, & O Brien, 19906; see also Eccles et al., 1998).
However, no stady has looked at the relation of these sell- and tagk-related
perceptions to college plans prior to entry iinto secondary school. This is oar
second goal.

Similarly, academic performance should influence both educational plans
and actual college enrollment. Several studies have found that students’ aca-
demic performances are a significant predictor of college planning and of
educational aspirations (e.g., Carpenter & Fleishiman, 1987; Hause, 1971).
Again, however, few studies have looked at the association between iate ele-
mentary school academic achievemenl and early adolescents’ college plans.
Academic performance should also influence students’ ability self-
perceptions and academic values, as discussed above. Finally, as hypothe-
sized in the Eccles expectancy-value model, studies focused on course-
encoflment decisions have found that academic achievement influences
course plans and course selection indirectly through its impact on academic-
ability self-concepts and on subjective task value (FEccles et al, 1984,
Updegraif et al., 1990}, Assessing both the direct and the indirect predictive
effects of acadeniic performance on college attendance is our third goal.

Finally, we are interested in whether early adoelescent college plans,
school achievement, and both ability self-concepls and subjective task values
influence college attendance indirectly through their relation with high
school course taking and achievement, The evidence cited above provides
preliminary support for this prediction in that these studies document pieces
of this educational trajectory. But no studies have investigated the hypothesis
that sixth-graders’ college plans are relaed to actual college allendance
through their association with academic achievement choices and with per-
formance during the high school years. This is our fourth goal.

Parenis' beliefs. Extensive research has documented the significance of
parents’ educational values for adelescents’ academic achievements and
choices (e.g., Carpenier & Fleishman, 1987, Becles, Adler, & Kaczala, 1982;
Hossler & Stage, 1992; Patrikakou, 1997; Steinberg, Mounts, Lamborn &
Dornbush, 1991). The exact mechanisms underlying this relation are still
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being investigated and debated (see Eccles, 1994, and Eccles et al., 1998).
Most researchers assume that parents’ values have both direct and indirect
effects on children’s educational planning and attainment. Few studies, how-
ever, have looked at these relations during early adolescence.

Family resources. Many scholars have found that the family socioeco-
nomic status (SES} is a significant predictor of early college planning and of
aspirations as well as of actual college enrollment (e.g.. Alexander,
12" Amico, Fennessey & McDill, 1978; Farmer, 1985; Smith, 1991; Trusty,
1998). Furthermore, there is some evidence that these kinds of famnily charac-
teristics influence children’s educalional and occupational aspirations, in
part, through their impact on the values parents attach to their children’s
school achievements and college attendance (Farmer, 1985; Hossler & Stage,
1992; Sewell & Hauser, 1975; Smith, 1991). Given these associations, we
included an indicator of family SES for three reasons: (a) to determine how
strongly family SES predicts college plans dwring the early adolescent
period, (b} to determine whether the association of family SES to college
attendance is mediated by its association with early beliefs and with plans of
the children, and (c) to be abie to estimate the agsociation of our psychologi-
cal predictors with our educational outcomes controtling for family SES.

METHOD

General Procedure

The data come from a longitudinal study, the Michigan Study of Adoles-
cent Life Transitions (MSALT), that began in 1983, when all students were in
Grade 6. Their classrooms were housed in public elementary schools, in dis-
tricts with kindergarten through 6th grade, 7th through 9th grade, and 10th
through 12th grade configurations. The participants attended eight predomi-
nantly White {90%) middle- and working-class school districts in southeast-
ern Michigan (see Eccles et a1, 1989), The Time | (1983-1984) data were
collected in the fall and the spring of the students’ 6th grade (M age = 10.5
years, S = 0.75}. Participants completed questionnaires in their clagsrooms
housed in public elementary schools in districts with kindergarten through
6th grade, 7th through 9th grade, and 10th through 12th grade configurations,
Mother's surveys were mailed directly to the home. School-record data
(grades, test scores, and specific courses taken) for 6th grade (Time 13, 10th
grade {Time 2), and 12th grade (Tune 3) were collected at the schools. In
1992, Time 4 data were collected from 76% of the original sample through
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Time 4 Measure

Two years after graduating rom high school, respondents were asked two
questions: (a} "Are you in college [ull time?” and (b) “H not a full time stu-
dent, are you in college part time?” In addition, at the time of the survey,
respondents were asked 1o indicate their level of education, using a 5-level
ordinal measure: | = ninth to eleventh grade, 2 = high school graduate, 3 =
vocational, 4 = 1 year of college, 5 = 2 years of college., We examined the
cross tabulation of the two college status questions (if they are in college fulf
time and their level of education at the timse of survey) to ideatify individuals
who had some college education but who were neither a full-time nor a part-
time student at the time of data collection. Because it was not clear why some
individuais were attending college part time, or why they had dropped out of
college, we limited our sample to college students who were attending col-
lege full time and to those who had not had any college-education experience.
In this sample, 83.5% attended college fuil time, and 16.5% were not in col-
lege at Time 4.2

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

First, we wanted to determine if there were any differences between our
two college-attendance groups on the full battery of predictors. To meet this
goal, we ran a multivariate analyses of variance (MANQOVA) using college-
status-by-gender as the independent variable and found a significant malti-
variate cffect, F (10, 518) = 33, p < 001, Univariate analyses revealed
significant differences belween the groups on all predictors: mother’s
education, F'(3,525) = 17.15, p< .001; family income, F (3,525} = 25.53,p<
001, mother’s educational values, £ (3, 525) = 10.31, p<.001; adolescent’s
resitiency, F (3, 525) = 6.42, p < .001; general academic self-concept, F (3,
525) =931, p < .001; academic value, F (3, 525} = 5.51, p <.001; plans for
college, I (3, 525) = 35.50, p < .001; 6th-grade GPA, F {3, 525) = 34.87, p<
001; 10th-grade enrollment in college-track math, £ (3, 525) = 17.50, p<
0015 and 12th-grade GPA, F (3, 525) = 38.64. £ <.001%, Table | displays the
means and the standard deviations of the predictors for the four college-
status-by-gender groups. As predicted, the participants who were enroiled as
full-time college students at age 20 had lived in families with higher income
and with more maternal education when they were in the 6th grade than had
those in the noncollege group. They also had higher academic-ability self-
concepts, higher resiliency, and more certainty about their plans to attend col-
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TABLE 1:  Means of Time 1 Predictors by College Status and by Gender

Noncollege in Coflege
Measure Female  Male  Female  Male F Vafue
Grade 6
Mothers education 3.02°  3.29° 411 4.15°  16.05
Family income 2.90°  397° 3.93° 410° 2357
Mother's collegs value 593"  660°  8.65° 6.65° 9.49
Youti's resilience 2507 243*  2.81° 2.489 563
Youth's academic self-concepls  5,00°  4.75%  5.37° 5.36° 9.37
Youll's academic values 570" 532" 583 5.63° 4,84
Youth's plans for college 286"  285%  3.45° 345° 1574
Academic performance 11.40° 10507 1301 1281% 3558
Grade 10
Enroliment in advanced
math course 010  012*  047° 055° 1874
Grade 12
Academic performance
during high school 233  233° 3.21° 313 38.29

NOTE: Bonferroni mean comparisons were used 1o test all possible pairs. Ditferent let-
ters within a row differ from one anoiher at p < .01; Time 1 = &th grade.

lege in 6th grade, were more fikely to be enrolled in college-track mathemat-
ics course in 10th grade, and had a higher 12th-grade GPA.

Do sixth-grade motivational beliefs predici college attendance ? We used
logistic regression to assess our hypotheses regarding both the direct and the
indirect association of sixth-grade college plans on college attendance.
Table 2A summarizes the logistic regression for the sixth-grade predictors of
college status at Time 4. As expected, both family income and mother’s
education independently and uniquely predicted college attendance, with
mother’s education being the more powerful of these two predictors. Most
importantly for our hypotheses, sixth-grade certainty of college plans pre-
dicted to college attendance status even after the family demographics, sixth-
grade GPA, and the mother’s ratings of her child's academic resiliency were
controlled. This finding demonstrates the importance of early college pla-
ning and of strong encouragement to attend college even in the late elemen-
tary school years,

The importance of early psychologicat and motivational forces is also evi-
dent in the significant predictive power of academic resilicnce and of confi-
dence in one’s academic abilities. Academic resiliency most likely reflects a
combination of femperamental and of general motivational characteristics.
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TABLE 2B: Summaries of Hierarchical Logistic Regression Analyses for Time 1
Through Time 3 Measures to Predict College Status at Time 4

Qdds Ratio

Youth Measure B 8E Exp (B) ¢
Youth sex 0.02 1.02 03
Mother's education 0.78* 218 30
Farily Income {R® = 319 057 A3 1.78 3G
Mother's coliege values T/mm =06} 0.18 A5 1.20 4
Resiliency _ 0.25 25 1.29 Az
Youth's academic abilities 0.24 25 1.27 28
Youth's academic values (AR% = .07)  -0.10 22 0.91 09*
Gth-grade GPA 0.61* 20 1.84 38T
Youltvs plans for college (AR® =08}  0.07 RE 1.08 29+
10th-grade math track (AR° = .04) 1.43%+ 43 418 297
12th-grade GPA (AR 2 =.04) 1,94 29 3.14 Azrer

Total A% = 53

NOTE: N = 628; for sex, 1 = female and 2 = male; Time 1 = 6 grade; Time 2 = 10th
grade; Time 3 = 12th grade; Time 4 = post-high school,

a. A% is the Negelkerke estimate of variance explained at each step.

b. All variables are centered around the mean.

c. Correlation of each independent measure with the culcome.

tp< 100505 "p< 01" *p < .001.

CONCLUSION

The results of this study draw our attention to the significance of early
adolescence for post—high school education. College enrollment is the resuls
of a long-term process of complex interactions among academic, personal,
social, psychological, and financial considerations. College attendance is
becoming an economic necessity, and completing either a 2- or 4-year degree
can make ameaningful difference in lifetime earnings and opportunities. Our
findings suggest that the early adolescent years are an important time for
developing plans and visions for higher education. Qur results suggest that it
is important to begin to encourage youth and their parents to consider
postsecondary education long prior to high school. Changing family income
or mothers” educational levels are very difficult. Tn contrast, improving
youth’s educational expectations and achievements and encouraging a more
favorable parental attitude toward postsecondary education for their childeen
may be more feasible educational policy goals. Furthermore, there are indi-
cations that early adolescents, in general, have high educational aspirations,
but research suggests that many of ther do not choose hi gh school programs
consistent with their goals. According to Atanda (1999), ei ghth-grade course
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TABLE 3:  Summaries of Hierarchical Regression Analyses

Predicting Youth's Plans
for College at Time 1

Youlh Meastire Standardized F
Youth sex .03 .007
Mother's education ) 07 18
Family income (R2 = 05% g+ A4
Mother's college values (AR® = 07) 2p0 280
Resiliency ~.003 10"
Academic self-concept of ability .06t 2ar
Youth's academic values (AR® = .04) 44m 21
8th-grade GPA (AR Z = .005) A0 Age
Total A = .16

NOTE: N = 528, for sex, 1 = female and 2 = male; Time 1 = sixth grade.
a. Correlation of each independent measure with the ouicome,
Tp<10."p< 08, %p< 01, " p= 001,

selections are the gatekeeper to college enrollment because eighth grade is
the time to select courses that are prerequisite for high school courses that
influence college acceptance. Although we agree with the impostance of
eighth grade, we believe the groundwork for eighth graders” acadernic deci-
sions and performances is laid at younger ages. Consequently, it is impostant
that parents set high educational goals for their children and discuss course
selection and future plans for college with them earlier than eighth grade.
Similarly, intervention programs designed Lo increase the interest of both
youth and their parents i college should begin while the children are in ele-
mentary and middle school. Such programs should focus on giving students
and their parents information that will help them make wise choices related to
high school course enrollment, school attendance, and extracurricular activi-
ties, all of which have significant long-term effects on subsequent educa-
tional options.

This study focused on European American working- and middle-class
families. It is critical to find out whether carly adolescence is an equally
critical period for other ethnic- and social-class groups. College attendance
varies markedly across groups, and this differential helps to reproduce the
economic inequities across groups. In their study of college graduation,
Alexander, Riordan, Fennessey, and Pallas ( 1982) fouad no difference in col-
lege completion rates of African Americans and of Buropean Americans who
had been in an academic track in high school. In light of this finding, rein-
forcement of the pre-high school factors that may influence participation in
the academic track in high school is warranted.
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