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Although students choose their colleges for a variety of reasons, low-

income, first-generation, and minority students are often limited in their choices.  

Furthermore, even when those students do attend college, their persistence rates 

are generally lower than those of traditional students.  This study examines the 

relationship between factors that influence choice and persistence in recipients of 

the Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship (LOS), a scholarship given to students 

from Texas high schools that are under-represented at the University of Texas at 

Austin  (U.T. Austin), the flagship university of the University of Texas System.  

LOS students are usually low-income, thus, the scholarship offers these students 
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an opportunity to attend a university they otherwise might not be able to attend.  

Furthermore, the academic and social support offered by U.T. Austin’s Longhorn 

Scholars Program increases the likelihood these students will graduate.

In this study, a qualitative methodology called Interactive Qualitative 

Analysis (IQA), developed by Norvell Northcutt at U.T. Austin, was used to study 

the relationship between choice and persistence in LOS recipients.  One focus 

group of LOS freshmen addressed the question of why they chose U.T. Austin, 

while another focus group of LOS seniors addressed the question of what factors 

helped them persist.  Understanding the relationship between choice and 

persistence for these students should assist university administrators in 

understanding what qualities attract talented low-income, first-generation and/or 

minority students to an institution, and if those same factors or others play a role 

in their persistence.  If the students’ pre-matriculation expectations are met by the 

university and these choice factors are similar to those factors that ensure 

persistence, then administrators can assume that programs such as the Longhorn 

Scholars Program are instrumental in the persistence of quality low-income, first-

generation, and/or minority students.     
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Chapter I:  Introduction to the Study

Every year, high school seniors in the United States face challenging 

decisions about whether or not to attend college and which college they will 

attend.  Factors that influence students when choosing a college or university 

include financial issues, family preferences, career aspirations, quality of the 

institution, campus life, and academic programs (Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000).  

While traditional students choose their colleges for a variety of reasons, low-

income and/or first-generation students tend to choose lower-priced, two-year 

institutions (Guerard, 2002; Nunez, 2000, The choice-income squeeze, 1998).  

Not only do students face challenges in choosing an institution, they must 

decide whether to stay once they matriculate.  While studies of college choice 

investigate whether or not a student goes to college, and which colleges (s)he 

chooses to attend (Jackson, 1978; Manski and Wise, 1983; Paulsen and St. John, 

1997; Zemsky and Oedel, 1983), studies of persistence investigate whether or not 

a student continues to re-enroll and finish his or her studies (Astin, 1975; Bean, 

1980; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1980; Paulsen and St. John, 1997; Tinto, 1987).  

For the purposes of this study, “persistence” refers to Arnold’s (1999) definition 

of persistence as “a student’s postsecondary education continuation behavior that 

leads to graduation” (p. 5).  Although graduating can be difficult for any student, 
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low-income, first-generation, and minority students have lower persistence rates 

than traditional students (Arnold, 1999).  

Because administrators at the University of Texas at Austin (U.T. Austin) 

have long recognized the importance of attracting students of different economic 

and cultural backgrounds, they faced challenges following two historical events in 

1996.  First, the Hopwood vs. the State of Texas (1996) decision prohibited public 

colleges and universities in Texas from using race-based factors in admissions 

decisions.  Shortly thereafter, Texas Attorney General Dan Morales extended the 

affirmative action ban to financial aid policies and all other major areas in public 

higher education.  Because of the Hopwood decision and Morales’ actions, U.T. 

Austin administrators had to redesign the university’s scholarship criteria1.   Since

1997, financial aid administrators have made the university more accessible to 

economically and culturally disadvantaged students by offering two major 

scholarships called the Presidential Achievement Scholarship (PAS), created in 

1997, and the Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship (LOS), created in 1999.  Both 

PAS and LOS students qualify for participation in Connexus, a U.T. Austin 

program that offers academic and social support to undergraduate students.  PAS 

and LOS recipients, as well as students from other qualifying scholarship 

1 In 2003, the Hopwood decision was overturned when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that 
affirmative action could be used in limited circumstances regarding admissions decisions.  As a 
result, the University of Texas will make changes to its admissions policies effective Fall, 2004.  
According to Larry Burt, Director of Financial Aid at U.T. Austin, the Longhorn Opportunity 
Scholarship will be unaffected by the decision, however, and will continue to be offered to 
students from under-represented high schools.
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programs, specifically participate in the Longhorn Scholars Program, a division of 

Connexus.  Because race-based scholarships could no longer be offered, the 

university designed the Longhorn Scholars Program for students from 

approximately 293 Texas high schools (called LOS high schools) that had a 

history of sending very few students to U.T. Austin (Hanson and Burt, 1997).  

Although administrators at U.T. Austin do not recruit students based on income 

levels or race, many Longhorn Scholars are first-generation, low-income, and/or 

minority students, because they attended low-income inner city or rural high 

schools (K. Ishop, L. Burt, personal communication, August, 2003).          

Although the PAS and the LOS are similar in that financial aid 

administrators primarily offer them to low-income students with the purpose of 

increasing diversity at U.T. Austin, the two scholarships have different functions 

due to the way recipients are selected.  Although both scholarships serve students 

from LOS high schools, no student can receive both scholarships.   After 

analyzing the students’ applications, the financial aid director at U.T. Austin 

decides which scholarship they will receive (L. Burt, personal communication, 

June, 2004).  When awarding scholarships in general for any given year, financial 

aid administrators at U.T. Austin use an Adversity Index (AI) to assess a student’s 

economic, social, and academic needs.  Specifically, the AI measures the 

student’s socio-economic status, school index, peer performance, and academic 
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merit.  When analyzing applicants, the AI takes into account the percentage of 

students from a feeder school qualifying for free lunches, as well as the 

percentage of students passing the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) 

and the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT).  Because the PAS is more need-based, it 

uses a broader AI than the LOS, although the AI is used in both cases.  Moreover, 

when awarding the PAS, financial aid administrators apply the AI directly to 

individual students, while in the case of the LOS, administrators apply the AI 

towards LOS high schools.  Although U.T. administrators could not target 

students based on race following the Hopwood decision, the AI allows the 

university to concentrate on low-income schools, which often have predominantly 

African-American or Hispanic student bodies (U.T. website:  LOS home page, 

2004).  Due to the fact that LOS and PAS have different functions, PAS students 

were not included in this study.   

Between 1999 and 2003, Longhorn Opportunity Scholarships were offered 

to more than 250 students (L. Burt, personal communication, August, 2003).  

When U.T. Austin awards LOS for a designated school year, the number of 

scholarships awarded per high school is determined by the level of that school’s 

current representation at U.T. Austin.  This number is based on the percentage of 

an individual school’s students that send their Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) 

scores to U.T. Austin.  On the average, 35% of all Texas high school students 

send their scores to U.T. Austin.  At LOS schools, however, the number is 
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typically lower than average.  For every ten students less than the expected 35%, 

the high school is awarded a scholarship.  An extra scholarship is added if no one 

from that school has applied to U.T. in the previous year.  If no one matriculates, 

the university doubles the number of scholarship offers for the next year.  This 

system can result in a particular LOS high school being awarded four, five or 

even more scholarships in a given year (U.T. website:  LOS home page, 2004).  

Because LOS guarantees a specific number of scholarships to disadvantaged high 

schools, the scholarship program benefits the community in addition to 

individuals.  In terms of financial aid, LOS offers students up to $5000 per year 

for four years (U.T. website:  LOS home page, 2004).   

Although most LOS students were in the top ten percent of their high 

school graduating class, many of them are under-prepared for the rigorous 

academic curriculum of U.T. Austin, because they attended low-income high 

schools that may not have had the resources to adequately prepare them for the 

university.  Furthermore, some of these students may have chosen less 

academically challenging courses during high school.  The Longhorn Scholars 

Program tries to account for these deficiencies by offering several support 

programs.  Academic support offered by the Longhorn Scholars Program includes 

services such as early registration, access to small classes, peer tutoring, and 

academic counseling.  An array of courses known as the Connexus Curriculum is 

designed to help Longhorn Scholars build a strong foundation for success at U.T. 
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Austin (U.T. website:  LOS home page, 2004).  Social support from Longhorn 

Scholars Program includes guaranteed placement in freshmen dormitories, peer 

mentoring, and personal counseling (L. Burt, personal communication, August, 

2003).  LOS recipients may also participate in the Longhorn Scholars Mentor 

Program, a peer program that offers them a chance to work with experienced 

Longhorn Scholars as well as mentor incoming scholars (U.T. website:  LOS 

home page, 2004).  Administrators at U.T. Austin (L. Burt, K. Ishop, personal 

communication, August, 2003) hypothesize that the social and academic support 

provided by the Longhorn Scholars Program, in addition to the financial aid, are 

major reasons why LOS recipients choose U.T. Austin.  Although other factors 

may attract the students as well, getting the Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship 

definitely makes it easier for them to attend a school that they might not initially 

have chosen due to financial, academic, and social barriers.  Additionally, the 

LOS provides U.T. Austin an opportunity to attract these high quality students, 

who could have chosen other universities (L. Burt, K. Ishop, personal 

communication, August, 2003).    
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Statement of the Problem

Although students choose to attend a specific college because of positive 

pre-matriculation expectations, their post-matriculation experiences may or may 

not match those expectations.  If post-matriculation experiences are consistent 

with their earlier expectations, then students are likely to persist at their chosen 

colleges.  Conversely, if a student’s post-matriculation experiences turn out to be 

different than expected, a decision to leave may be more likely (Paulsen and St. 

John, 1997).  In many cases, however, a student may choose a college without 

even considering how various factors affect his or her persistence.  For example, a 

student might choose a college because of its prestigious business school, but 

(s)he might not have taken enough math classes in high school to succeed at that 

college.  Therefore, university administrators may need to be prepared to assist 

students in persisting at their colleges of choice once they matriculate.

In the case of LOS students, pre-matriculation expectations of U.T. Austin 

might be negative because of their high schools’ lack of representation at the 

university.  The money offered through the Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship 

automatically gives these students a good reason to choose U.T. Austin.  

However, offering money alone does not guarantee that these students will 

succeed.  Students from academically and economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds may not realize the difficulty in persisting at an academically 
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challenging university such as U.T. Austin.  By offering emotional, academic, and 

social support through the Longhorn Scholars Program, U.T. Austin increases the 

likelihood of persistence for these students from the time they matriculate.  If the 

Longhorn Scholars Program helps more low-income, first-generation, and/or 

minority students graduate from U.T. Austin, then other universities may want to 

consider programmatic adjustments based on the U.T. Austin experience.

Purpose of the Study

LOS recipients were chosen for this study, because they tend to be 

academically, economically or culturally disadvantaged students who normally 

face more barriers in graduating from college than traditional students.  Utilizing 

qualitative methodology, the researcher sought to determine whether or not there 

was a relationship between factors that influenced the college choice of entering 

LOS freshmen and factors that influenced the persistence of LOS seniors.  

Because LOS recipients, unlike most economically disadvantaged students, have 

many of their expenses (including tuition) paid by the university for four years, 

their reasons for choosing U.T. Austin and persisting hold special significance.   

Without as many financial concerns, LOS recipients have the freedom to choose 

U.T. Austin, a university that might not be easily accessible to low-income 

students without a scholarship.  In a sense, LOS offers low-income, first-

generation and/or minority students the same opportunities as traditional students 
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who choose U.T. Austin.   However, since they are largely ethnic minorities, 

factors such as family preferences, diversity and financial aid were still expected 

to influence their college choice as well as their persistence.  

The link between choice and persistence is important when it comes to 

LOS students, because interventions offered by the Longhorn Scholars Program 

such as academic advising through Connexus can help prevent failure for these 

students who are at high risk of dropping out.  Although having financial aid 

gives LOS students the opportunity to choose their college for many of the same 

reasons as traditional students (such as prestigious academic programs), the 

Longhorn Scholars Program assists disadvantaged students through academic and 

social barriers (such as the lack of preparation in high school) that might affect 

their persistence.  In order to address the purpose of the study, the following 

research questions were examined: 

• Research Question #1: How do LOS students choose a college?

o What are the factors?

o How do these factors create a decision-making system?

• Research Question #2: What influences persistence for LOS students?

o What are the factors?

o How do these factors influence persistence?
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• Research Question #3: What is the relationship between decision-making 

regarding choice of a college and persistence for LOS recipients at U.T. 

Austin?

Although LOS recipients come from disadvantaged backgrounds, their 

retention rates are comparable to those of other students at U.T. Austin.  91.67% 

of LOS students return for their sophomore year, as compared with 92.55% for all 

freshmen.  At the time of this study, data were not available for the graduation 

rates (four-year persistence rates) of LOS students, because the first class that 

received the scholarship had not yet graduated (U.T. website:  Connexus home 

page, 2004, L. Gilbert, personal communication, November, 2003).  The 

researcher hypothesized that the Longhorn Scholars Program is a major reason for 

the students’ choosing U.T., as well as their high persistence rates, because it 

helps students stay focused on the very reasons they chose U.T. Austin without 

falling victim to economic, academic, and social barriers that could negatively 

affect their persistence. 

Organization of the Study

This study is organized into five sections.  Chapter I introduces the study 

by explaining the significance of defining the relationship between choice of a 

university and persistence, as they relate to LOS recipients at U.T. Austin.  

Chapter II presents the literature that deals with how low-income, first-generation, 

and/or minority students choose a university, and what factors affect the 
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persistence of those students.  Chapter III describes the research methodology, 

called Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA).  Chapter IV presents the affinities 

in the voices of the participants.  Chapter V discusses the relationships between 

the affinities, as defined by the participants, as well as conclusions from the study 

and suggestions for further research.   

Limitations of the Study

Because this study was conducted at only one institution (U.T. Austin), the 

results might not apply to institutions with different historical and cultural 

backgrounds.  Moreover, this is not a longitudinal study.  In an ideal situation, 

entering freshmen would have been interviewed as to why they chose U.T. Austin 

at the beginning of the study, and the same students would have been interviewed 

four years later as seniors to determine the factors that affected their persistence.  

Due to time limitations, however, one focus group composed of freshmen 

reflected on their reasons for choosing U.T. Austin, while a second focus group 

composed of seniors, students selected on a similar basis and from similar high 

school backgrounds, reflected on their reasons for persisting.  

Definition of Terms

Two sets of terms have been defined for this study.  First, topical 

definitions define general terms used throughout the text.  Methodological 
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definitions, which deal with the research methodology, will be discussed 

primarily in Chapter III.

Topical Definitions

1. Affirmative Action:  Positive efforts to recruit under-represented group 

members for jobs, promotions, and educational opportunities 

(Schaeffer, 2000).

2. African Americans:  Members of an ethnic group who are not Hispanic 

and whose descendants were originally brought to North America as 

slaves from Africa (Schaefer, 2000).

3. Asian Americans:  Members of an ethnic group who originate from 

Asia, such as Filipinos, Chinese Americans, Japanese Americans, Asian 

Indians, Southeast Asians, and Koreans (Schaefer, 2000).   

4. Caucasians:  Members of an ethnic group who originated from Europe.

5. Chicanos:  Mexican Americans. 

6. Connexus:  A University of Texas at Austin program that is designed to 

enhance the undergraduate experience at U.T. Austin by providing 

opportunities for students to make connections among other disciplines, 

other students, and faculty members.  Connexus serves as the home to 

the Longhorn Scholars Program.  While some Connexus programs are 
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open to all undergraduates, the Longhorn Scholars Program is limited to 

recipients of select scholarships (U.T. website:  LOS home page, 2004). 

7. Community College:  “An institution of higher education offering the 

first two years of academic preparation leading to the associate of arts 

or science degree, academic preparation to transfer with third year 

standing at a four-year institution, occupational/technical preparation, 

continuing education and community service programs, as well as high 

school completion, developmental, and remedial programs” (Hieswa, 

2003, p. 9).

8. Ethnic Group:  A group set apart from others because of their national 

origin or culture (Schaffer, 2000).

9. First-generation Students:  Students who come from families where 

neither parent attended college (King, 2002).

10. HBCUs:  Historically Black Colleges and Universities.

11. Hispanics:  A diverse population that shares a common language 

heritage (Spanish) but otherwise has many significant differences 

(Schaefer, 2000).

12. Hopwood v. the State of Texas (1996):  A court case decided by the 

Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals that prohibited the use of race in 

admissions decisions at public colleges and universities in Texas, 
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Louisiana, and Mississippi.  Texas Attorney General Dan Morales 

banned the use of race in awarding financial aid and in other areas at 

public universities shortly after the Hopwood decision.  The Hopwood 

decision was overturned in 2003 when the U.S. Supreme Court decided 

that race could be used in limited circumstances.

13. Latinos:  Hispanics.

14. Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship (LOS):  A four-year scholarship of 

up to $5000 per year awarded by U.T. Austin to students from Texas 

high schools that have a history of sending fewer graduates than 

average to the university.  The scholarship program guarantees that a 

specific number of scholarships will be awarded to deserving students at 

these schools for a given school year.  Therefore, this scholarship is said 

to target disadvantaged high schools rather than individual students. 

15. Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship (LOS) High Schools:  High schools 

in Texas that have been designated by the financial aid director at U.T. 

Austin as sending fewer graduates to U.T. Austin than the state average.  

Select students from LOS high schools are eligible to receive either the 

Presidential Achievement Scholarship (PAS) or the Longhorn 

Opportunity Scholarship (LOS).
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16. Longhorn Scholars Program:  A four-year honors program for top 10% 

students from selected high schools that have been designated as 

sending fewer graduates than average to U.T. Austin.  This program is 

part of Connexus.  Participation in the program is limited to recipients 

of qualifying scholarships, including the Longhorn Opportunity 

Scholarship (LOS), Presidential Achievement Scholarship (PAS), and 

Terry Scholarship.  Participants of this program receive academic 

support such as small classes, early registration and advising through 

Connexus as well as social support such as the Longhorn Scholars 

Mentor Program (U.T. website:  LOS home page, 2004).

17. Longhorn Scholars Mentor Program:  A peer support program offered 

by the Longhorn Scholars Program that offers Longhorn Scholars an 

opportunity to be mentored by other experienced students in the 

program as well as to be mentors themselves to incoming scholars (U.T. 

website:  LOS home page, 2004).

18. Minority Group:  A subordinate group whose members have less 

control or power over their lives than members of a majority or 

dominant group (Schaefer, 2000).

19. Native Americans:  An ethnic group that consists of the descendants of 

the original inhabitants of North America (Schaefer, 2000).
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20. Persistence:  “A student’s postsecondary education continuation 

behavior that leads to graduation” (Arnold, 1999, p.5).

21. Presidential Achievement Scholarship (PAS):  A four-year scholarship 

ranging from awards of $1000 to $5000 per year that is designed to 

recognize high school students who have overcome adversity to 

perform at a high academic level compared to their peers.  Like the 

Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship (LOS), PAS recipients come from 

under-represented high schools designated as Longhorn Opportunity 

Scholar high schools.  However, PAS uses a broader adversity index 

than the LOS and is applied to individuals rather than high schools.   

22. Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT): A test taken by college-bound juniors 

or seniors in high school.  Colleges often use these test scores in 

admissions decisions. 

23. Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS):  A test taken by 

students in Texas high schools that must be passed in order to graduate 

from high school.

24. Ten Percent Plan (HB 588):  A policy developed in Texas in 1996 to 

offset the effects of the Hopwood v. State of Texas decision, which 

banned the use of race in admissions decisions.  The policy resulted in 

the guaranteed admission of all Texas high school graduates in the top 
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ten percent of their high school class to the Texas public university of 

their choice.  Although the Hopwood decision was overturned in 2003, 

a new admissions policy had not been implemented at the time this

study was completed.

25. Terry Scholarship:  A private scholarship awarded by U.T. Austin that 

offers its recipients an opportunity to participate in the Longhorn 

Scholars Program, along with recipients of the Longhorn Opportunity 

Scholarship and Presidential Achievement Scholarship.

26. Traditional Students:  Students who are characterized as being 18-24 

years old, single, dependent, attending school full-time, and working 

less than a few hours per week (Arnold, 1999). 

Methodological Definitions

1. Affinities:  Categories or “sets of textual references that have an 

underlying common meaning, synonymous to factors or topics” 

(Northcutt, 2003, 5:2). 

2. Affinity Relationship Table (ART):  A table in which the researcher 

records the relationships between each pair of affinities.

3. Axial (Inductive) Coding:  The process that “refines, organizes, and 

describes the range of meaning of each affinity within the context of 

others” (Northcutt, 2003, 5:15).
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4. Axial Code Table: A table that summarizes the range of meaning of 

each affinity for each respondent.  Specifically, quotes from Part I, or 

the axial interviews (see definition below) are pasted in this table 

(Northcutt, 2003).

5. Axial Interview:  IQA interviews consist of two parts.  Part I is the axial 

interview, an open-ended interview that provides detailed descriptions 

of the affinities by the respondents (Northcutt, 2003).

6. Coding:  The way in which qualitative researchers describe how “text is 

represented by abstractions” (Northcutt, 2003, 5:13).

7. Credible Data:  Research that is neutral and free from the researcher’s 

opinions or biases (Patton, 1990).   

8. Confirmability:  The process of ensuring that the researcher has not 

made up any data; therefore, an audit of collected data (such as tapes 

and interview transcripts) should be consistent with the reported 

findings of the study (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

9. Dependability:  The process of accounting for all data and ensuring 

appropriateness of inquiry decisions (Hieswa, 2003; Lincoln and Guba, 

1985).

10. Drivers:  Those affinities that influence others. 
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11. Feedback Loop:  A system of at least three affinities, where there is a 

relationship from an element present later in the system to one present 

earlier in the system (Northcutt, 2003, 2:9)

12. Focus Group:  A group of people who share some common experience 

or have a similar background (Northcutt, 2003).

13. Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA):  A method of qualitative 

research designed to assist group members in describing experiences 

and defining the relationships among those experiences to produce a 

theory in perception (Northcutt, 2003).

14. Interrelationship Diagram (IRD):  A table or “matrix containing all the 

perceived relationships between the affinities” (Northcutt, 2003, p. 

6:24).

15. Interview:  The process of verbal communication between the 

researcher and the subject, when information is provided to the 

researcher (Burns and Grove, 2001). 

16. Interview Protocol:  A specific interview structure used to attain rich 

descriptions of affinity relationships. 

17. Mindmap:  A graphic (visual) representation of the relationships 

between affinities.  This term is synonymous with “system influence 

diagram (SID)”.
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18. Outcomes:  Affinities that are influenced by others.

19. Pareto Principle:  The principle that states “20% of the variables in a 

system will account for 80% of the total variation in outcomes” 

(Northcutt, 2003, p. 6:11).

20. Primary Drivers:  Affinities that have the largest influence on other 

affinities.

21. Primary Outcomes:  Affinities that are influenced most by other 

affinities.   

22. Sampling:  The process of selecting subjects for a study.

23. Secondary Drivers:  Affinities that influence all other affinities except 

the primary drivers.

24. Secondary Outcomes:  Affinities that are influenced by all other 

affinities except the primary outcomes.

25. System Influence Diagram (SID): A graphic representation of all of the 

affinities based on the relationships between them.  This term is 

synonymous with the term “mindmap.”

26. Theoretical Code Table (TCT):  The primary documentation for all 

instances that illustrate the manner in which the affinities are related for 

each respondent (Northcutt, 2003). 
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27. Theoretical Coding:  The process of determining “the perceived cause 

and effect relationships (influences) among all affinities in a system” 

(Northcutt, 2003, 6:4).  

28. Theoretical Interview:  The second part of an IQA interview, or a 

structured interview designed to identify the relationships between 

affinities (Northcutt, 2003). 

29. Transferability:  The ability to apply the results of a study to other 

research studies or practical applications (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

30. Triangulation: The use of multiple data sources (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985), or a combination of methodologies (Patton, 1990). 

31. Trustworthiness: A measure of quality in qualitative research consisting 

of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985).

Significance of the Study

Paulsen and St. John (1997, 2002) demonstrated that finances play a major 

role in the decision making process of students choosing a college as well as in 

their persistence in college.  Because LOS recipients are typically low-income 

students, the researcher hypothesized that the Longhorn Scholars Program 

(especially its financial support) plays a major role in the decision of LOS 

students to attend U.T. Austin as well as whether or not they graduate (persist).  
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Since these students receive financial help, they have an opportunity to attend a 

university that they otherwise might not be able to afford.  Additionally, the small 

classes and tutoring provided by the Longhorn Scholars Program allow students 

to overcome academic barriers resulting from the lack of resources and/or 

preparation at their (mainly inner-city or rural) high schools.  Furthermore, the 

peer mentoring and counseling provided by the program decreases the likely 

apprehension that LOS students, who are often under-prepared for attending U.T. 

Austin, might otherwise experience.  This study addressed the role of finances as 

well as other social, academic, environmental, and personal factors in the decision 

of LOS recipients to attend U.T., as well as their persistence at U.T. Austin.

Although several factors potentially affect choice and persistence, this 

study demonstrates that the Longhorn Scholars Program is a crucial link between 

the two variables in the case of U.T. Austin students who received the scholarship 

and participated in its support services.  The findings of this study emphasize the 

importance of scholarships such as the LOS in attracting low-income and 

minority students to the university, as well as the function of the Longhorn 

Scholars Program in making sure that students’ pre-matriculation expectations are 

met so that they persist to graduation.  In Chapter II, the literature will cover the 

issue of why access to higher education has been limited for economically and 

culturally disadvantaged students.  That limitation has resulted in these students 
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facing fewer choices than traditional students.  Even though LOS recipients face 

fewer financial concerns than other low-income students, they are still expected to 

share some similarities with other students from similar demographic 

backgrounds in how they choose their universities.  Issues such as financial aid 

availability, family influences, and diversity of the campus are key factors.  After 

exploring the factors that influence college choice in Chapter II, the researcher 

will examine theories of persistence along with the academic, economic, and 

social barriers that make persistence difficult for low-income, first-generation 

and/or minority students.  Furthermore, the relationship between choice and 

persistence will be discussed in greater detail.          
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Chapter II: Review of the Literature

Introduction

  As discussed in Chapter I, if a student’s expectations of his or her chosen 

college are met after matriculating, (s)he is more likely to persist at that 

university.  Before understanding the relationship between choice and persistence, 

however, one must examine the issues of choice and persistence separately.  

Although several studies have been done independently on college choice and 

persistence, the relationship between the two has largely been unexamined until 

recently (Paulsen and St. John, 1997).    

Because Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship (LOS) students at U.T. Austin 

tend to come from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, it is important to 

consider how other demographically similar students choose their colleges and 

whether or not they persist, if they are able to attend college at all.  According to 

McPherson and Schapiro (1998), “the growing gap between enrollment of lower-

and higher-income students suggests that net increases in the cost for low-income 

students do discourage college attendance” (p. 41).  Because the U.S. government 

has offered fewer Pell Grants while increasing funding for loans, access to higher 

education has decreased even more for low-income students (McPherson and 

Schapiro, 1998).  
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Unlike most low-income students at U.T. Austin, LOS recipients are 

unique, because the university covers a major portion of their costs for four years.  

In most cases, low-income students tend to attend public two-year institutions 

(Guerard, 2002; Nunez, 2000, The choice-income squeeze, 1998).  Scholarships 

such as LOS give students who normally might not be able to afford a 

competitive, four-year institution such as U.T. Austin an opportunity.  Even 

though LOS does not cover all their expenses, it still pays a considerable portion 

of the recipients’ costs.  Without the scholarship, these students, like other low-

income, first-generation, and/or minority students might be limited in their college 

choice.  

Low-Income Students and Access to Higher Education

In the last couple of decades, policy shifts in student financial aid at 

federal and state levels have decreased access to higher education for low-income 

students.  In 1970, the federal government shifted from institutional aid to direct 

student aid.  Opponents of the new policies then feared that lower-income 

students would be relegated to lower quality, lower-priced schools.  During the 

late seventies, those fears were increased when Congress passed the Middle 

Income Assistance Act (1978), giving more aid to middle-income and wealthy 

students (Alexander, 2001).  In 1980, the Higher Education Amendments gave 

more eligibility for assistance to high-income students.  Those amendments fueled 



26

another shift towards federally subsidized loans rather than grants (Alexander, 

2001; St. John, 1994).  As a result, low-income students have little choice but to 

take out loans if they want to attend college, thus leaving the students in debt even 

if they make it to graduation (Amaury, 2001).

The policy shift that encouraged loans over grants resulted from political 

concepts of the 1980s and 1990s that focused on accountability and efficiency.  

Specifically, the policy change resulted from questions of who benefits more from 

higher education---society as a whole or individuals.  Before the 1980s, the 

normally held belief that society benefits more resulted in the awarding of more 

grants.  Because beliefs have since shifted towards individuals benefiting more, 

the government began awarding loans in lieu of grants.  As a result, low-income 

students have turned to credit card usage, which leaves these students in even 

more debt (Amaury, 2001).

Although direct student aid originally intended to help more low-income 

students attend colleges comparable to wealthier students, low-income students 

still attend primarily the same colleges they attended before 1970, when the 

changes took place (Alexander, 2001).  In explaining how the federal government 

can help low-income students have more access to higher education by changing 

current student aid policies, Alexander summarized Wolanin’s (2001) 

recommendations as follows:
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• Lower dependence on student loans by increasing grants at the 

federal, state, and institutional levels. 

• Reduce the need for off-campus employment by offering more 

work-study programs.

• Insure the availability and timing of student aid.

• Create financial aid programs for students whose need is not 

met by current financial aid programs, such as part-time and 

minority students.

Obviously, student aid policy plays a major role in where low-income students 

attend college.  Unless student aid policy changes take place, low-income students 

will probably continue to attend lower priced colleges, especially public 

community colleges.  

College Choice Among Minority, Low-income and First-generation Students

Students choose their colleges for a variety of reasons, including financial 

issues, family preferences, career aspirations, quality of the institution, campus 

life, and academic programs (Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000).  A study conducted at 

U.T. Austin (Hanson, Norman, and Williams, 1998) revealed that students mainly 

chose that university because of the prestige, quality of academic programs, and 

national reputation.  The social climate of the university and location were also 

important to potential U.T. Austin students (Hanson et al, 1998).  Negative factors 



28

cited by students who decided not to enroll at U.T. Austin included the lack of 

financial aid, lack of access to faculty, the percent of costs not covered by 

financial aid, and the $200 enrollment deposit (Hanson et al, 1998).  

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, low-income students have fewer 

choices when deciding which college to attend (Guerard, 2002).  When defining 

“low income student,” one must take into account three characteristics:  1) 

dependency status, 2) attendance status, and 3) family income.  In assessing 

dependency status, undergraduates can be divided into three groups:  1) dependent 

students, 2) independents students, and 3) independent students with dependents.  

Dependent students are under age 25, not veterans, unmarried, and do not have 

children.  Parental income is considered when they apply for financial aid.  

Independent students are married, are veterans, or have children.  Independent 

students are further divided into those that do or do not have dependent children 

(King, 2002).  Second, attendance status refers to whether the student attends 

college full-time or part- time.  Finally, when considering a student for financial 

aid, the student’s income prior to entering college is considered, because 

“poverty” can be a temporary condition among full-time students.  Finally, family 

size and income is considered when determining poverty level.  For example, a 

family of four living on $30,000 might be considered living at the poverty level 
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whereas a family of two earning the same amount would not be considered low-

income (King, 2002). 

King (2002) defined the “typical” college student as an 18-year old, single 

white female.  Low-income students, however, differ from this profile.  Although 

they, too, tend to be female, they are also usually African American, Hispanic, 

Asian American, or Native American.  Nearly 48% of low-income students are 

ethnic minorities, compared with only 20% of middle-income or upper-income 

students (King, 2002).  Low-income students are also older than typical students.  

Only 56% of low-income students begin their college career before age 19, 

compared with 85% of middle-income or upper-income students.  Furthermore, 

two-thirds of all low-income students are first-generation students, i.e. they come 

from families where neither parent attended college (King, 2002).  Kern (2000) 

indicated that first-generation students usually attend community colleges close to 

home.  They often have to work to support themselves and face financial barriers 

(Nunez, 2000; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, and Nora, 1996; Willet, 

1989).  Nearly 5% of first-generation students have parents whose incomes are in 

the lowest quartile, compared with 5% of students whose parents have college 

degrees.  First-generation students are also more likely to be married with 

dependents (Nunez, 2000).       
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Because low-income students differ demographically from typical 

students, their reasons for choosing their college differ in many ways.  As 

mentioned previously, low-income students tend to attend two-year community 

colleges (Guerard, 2002; Nunez, 2000, The choice-income squeeze, 1998).  

Valladares (2003) points out that Hispanics, in particular, attend two-year colleges 

more than any other group.  Approximately 40% of Hispanics between the ages of 

18-24 attend two-year institutions.  Furthermore, Hispanics over age 24 are more 

likely to attend two-year colleges than older students in any other ethnic group 

(Valladares, 2003).    

Just as finances play a role in college choice, family preferences play a 

major role as well, especially in the case of certain ethnic groups.  Stewart and 

Post (1990) reported that minority students tend to choose colleges closer to 

home, which might explain the influence of families on college-bound minority 

students.  Kern’s (2000) study on minority students from 20 urban high schools 

indicated that those students seemed less interested in campus life and preferred to 

stay closer to home, validating earlier studies on the influence of families on the 

college choice of minority students.  In fact, 66.6% of the respondents in her 

study preferred to stay closer to home (Kern, 2000).     

Saggio (2000) found that family members played both a positive and 

negative role in the decision of Native Americans to attend American Indian 
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College, a small Bible college in Phoenix, Arizona (Saggio, 2000).  Positive 

family influences included encouragement and support, while negative influences 

included financial difficulties and pressure to attend to family responsibilities.  

Like the Native American students in Saggio’s (2000) study, African 

Americans are highly influenced by their families in the college decision-making 

process, particularly by their mothers (Freeman, 1999; Wilson and Allen, 1987).  

Smith (2001) feels that mothers are more influential because approximately 40% 

of African Americans grow up in single-family households led by their mothers 

(Smith, 2001).  Like middle class Caucasians, many middle class African 

Americans have the time and resources to participate in their children’s higher 

education choices.  In the case of students from lower-income homes, however, 

the parents may have to work erratic shifts, taking time away from participating in 

their children’s education.  In those situations, the lack of familial support can 

deter high school students from pursuing higher education (Smith, 2001).  

Similar to African Americans and Hispanics, many Asian Americans are 

low-income or first-generation students.  However, they still attend college in 

large numbers, and parental influence appears to be a major factor in their desire 

to pursue higher education.  Specifically, Asian parents may have more 

information about colleges available to them than parents of other minority 

students (Goyette, 1999).  Unlike other minority groups, Asians, with the 
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exception of Filipinos, attend college in larger numbers than Caucasians (Goyette, 

1999).  Some researchers (Goyette, 1999; Ogbu, 1991) feel that the fact that many 

Asians are immigrants gives them more motivation to succeed in the United 

States (Goyette, 1999).    

Although Native American, Asian American, and African American 

students appear to be influenced by their families in their college choice, the 

reverse may be true for Hispanics (Ceja, 2000).  Because many Hispanics tend to 

be first-generation students, their families may lack the resources to adequately 

provide them with information about college.  Although the parents are often 

encouraging and willing to help, their knowledge about college programs may be 

limited (Ceja, 2000).  When Hispanic students are unable to obtain information 

from their parents, they turn to teachers and counselors for support.  Because 

Hispanics rely heavily on high schools for information, it is critical that high 

school counselors have adequate knowledge of college programs (Ceja, 2000). 

In some cases, religious preferences play a role in college choice.  In 

Saggio’s (2000) study on Native Americans, some family members encouraged 

their children to attend American Indian College mainly because of its religious 

affiliation.  The family members felt that the school’s reputation as a Bible 

college would help their children succeed (Saggio, 2000).  On the other hand, the 

school’s religious affiliation also brought negative influence from family 
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members in some cases.  In the case of non-Christian families, parents felt that 

their children might be limited at a Bible college.  Christian students who had 

non-Christian parents faced the most difficult barriers.  One student’s parents felt 

that the school was brainwashing him with Christianity (Saggio, 2000). 

Just as family preferences and finances play large roles in the college 

choice of minorities, cultural diversity and sensitivity appear to help minorities 

feel more comfortable with their choices.  In some cases, cultural barriers may 

keep students out of college altogether.  Freeman (1999) suggests that African 

American students perceive psychological barriers, such as college never being an 

option or intimidation.  In fact, many students Freeman interviewed in a study 

said that they felt isolated at their campuses because of cultural differences 

(Freeman, 1999).  Among African Americans who do choose to attend college, a 

study by Sevier (1992, 1993) indicated that the top ten items that influenced 

college choice (in order) included:  the college’s reputation, available majors, 

availability of financial aid, cost, job placement record, quality of faculty, 

advising, location, number of students, and recreational facilities (Sevier 1992, 

1993).   

According to Stikes (1998), although more African American students 

attend predominantly white schools rather than Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs), more African American students graduate from HBCUs.  
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Since some institutions do not adequately address the needs of African American 

students in their missions, they often miss the cultural values and strengths of 

those students (Jewell, 2002; Stikes, 1998).  For example, African American 

students might benefit if there were more course offerings in subjects such as 

African American history or literature (Stikes, 1998).  

A.L. Evans, V. Evans, and A.M. Evans (2000) pointed out that while 

many African Americans qualify to attend various universities, some of those 

students choose to attend HBCUs instead.  Students attend these colleges because 

1) HBCUs make the students comfortable and 2) HBCUs graduate students who 

are competitive in their fields.  In a recent survey of African American 

professionals, the respondents indicated that the five universities that provided the 

best academic and social environment for African Americans included Spelman, 

Morehouse, Florida A&M, Clark Atlanta, and Howard—all HBCUs.  

Furthermore, many HBCUs offer competitive programs in allied health, business, 

technology, engineering, and architecture (Evans et al, 2002).  

Like African Americans, Hispanics lag behind Caucasians in college 

enrollment.  In fact, Hispanics struggle more than any other ethnic group in 

college attendance.  Although Hispanic enrollment increased by 98% from 1985 

to 1995, only 32% of Hispanic high school students enroll in college compared to 

39% of African Americans and 45% of Caucasians (Cejda,  Casparis, and Rhodes, 
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2002).  When they do attend college, Hispanics, like African Americans, prefer 

colleges that serve their population.  Hispanics, however, tend to prefer 

community colleges that serve the Hispanic population rather than four-year 

institutions (Cejda et al, 2002).    

Although financial reasons might influence Hispanic students’ decisions to 

attend two-year colleges, some students simply prefer to attend them.  As 

mentioned previously, Hispanics are often over the age of 24 when they 

matriculate in college, and older students tend to attend community colleges 

(Saenz, 2000; Valladares, 2003).  According to Valladares (2003), two-year 

colleges give Hispanic students flexible schedules and more individual attention 

due to the smaller classes.  Moreover, Hispanics have an extraordinarily high 

labor force participation rate.  Community colleges also allow students to obtain 

better paying jobs through vocational and technical training (Valladares, 2003).         

For that reason, they prefer to attend colleges that offer vocational programs 

(Saenz, 2000). 

Just as low-income students appear to face barriers regarding which 

college they choose, the barriers may not end after matriculation.  Low-income, 

first-generation, and/or minority students may also face challenges in persistence.  

Those challenges will be explored further in the next section. 
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Theories of Persistence

As mentioned in Chapter I, Arnold (1999) defined persistence as “a 

student’s postsecondary education continuation behavior that leads to graduation” 

(Arnold, 1999, p. 5).  Models of persistence developed several years ago by 

Spady (1970), Tinto (1975), Bean (1980) and others are still used today.  Tinto 

(1975) pointed out that persistence is not only the outcome of individual 

characteristics, prior experiences, or prior commitments, it is the outcome of a 

longitudinal process of interactions between the students, faculty, administration, 

and other components of the institution.  Bean (1980) proposed that while 

environmental factors can overcome weak academic factors, the reverse is not 

true.  Spady (1970) pointed out that grades are an extrinsic form of reward, but 

personal growth represents an intrinsic reward for students.  

Although poor grades may result in academic dismissal, many researchers 

(Coker, 1968; Hackman and Dysinger, 1970; Hanson and Taylor, 1970; Rossman 

and Kirk; Sexton, 1965; Vaughan, 1968) have discovered that students who 

voluntarily withdraw often have higher grade point averages than persisters, while 

students who were dismissed usually have lower grades (Coker, 1968; Hackman 

and Dysinger, 1970; Hanson and Taylor, 1970; Sexton, 1965; Tinto, 1975; 

Vaughan, 1968).  Hackman and Dysinger (1970) studied the levels of academic 

competence and the level of commitment in students.  They discovered that 
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students with poor academic qualifications tended to persist longer than more 

highly qualified students who were not committed to their colleges (Hackman and 

Dysinger, 1970).  Just as researchers found differences between voluntary 

dropouts and academic dismissals, they also found differences in the persistence 

of males and females.  Coker (1968) and Spady (1971) found that grade 

performance is more important for males than females.  

Like academic performance, social environment plays a major role in the 

persistence of students (Tinto, 1975).  Social interaction with one’s peers may 

have either a positive or negative role on persistence.  Relationships with faculty 

and administrative personnel also affect persistence (Tinto, 1975).  Pascarella and 

Terenzini (1979) found that interactions that focused on fostering students’ 

academic and social integration had the most impact.  Nevertheless, there were 

differences in gender regarding faculty interaction.  For men, the frequency of 

informal contact with faculty to discuss their careers and obtain information about 

academic programs was positively related to freshman year persistence.  For 

women, the same informal contacts with faculty partially correlated with 

persistence/withdrawl decisions, although they appeared to be more directed 

towards intrinsic than instrumental outcomes (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1979).  

Furthermore, faculty who make students feel comfortable may have a positive 

effect on student retention and success (Rendon, 1994), while faculty who do not 
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make students feel comfortable may have a negative effect on retention (Saggio, 

2001).  For example, minority students may not feel comfortable with culturally 

insensitive faculty.  Native American students at American Indian College 

expressed frustration when instructors cut them off while speaking, or expected 

the students to look at them while they were talking, which is disrespectful in 

some Native American cultures (Saggio, 2001).  Similarly, African American 

students value positive interactions with professors, administrators, and the 

African American community.  They benefit greatly when universities hire 

faculty that are receptive to the African American community and the cultures 

they come from (Patitu, 2000).   

Of all the social factors, peer relationships appear to play the biggest role 

in social integration, while extracurricular activities and relationships with faculty 

appear to be the most important secondary factors (Tinto, 1975).  Both of these 

secondary factors play a major role in developing commitment to the institution.  

Assuming high goal commitment, the individual’s variations in institutional 

commitment may mean the difference between transferring or persisting.  In 

students with low goal commitment, variations in institutional commitment may 

mean the difference between persistence or permanently dropping out.  Therefore, 

the relationship between academic and social integration and dropping out, and in 

turn, between goal and institutional commitment and dropping out is 
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asymmetrical in nature.  In this model, integration into the academic system of the 

college most affects goal commitment, while behaviors in the social system most 

affect a student’s institutional commitment.  Although high goal commitment may 

lead a person deficient in social integration to persist, the reverse may not be true 

because of the minimum levels of academic performance required (Tinto, 1975).   

 Recent studies in persistence have generally confirmed the findings of 

earlier studies.  A study by St. John (1990) determined that the primary factors 

that affect persistence include postsecondary plans, full-time employment, high 

school academic environment, family income, grades, financial problems, and 

attending a private college (St. John, 1990b).  In addition, other studies (St. John, 

1990b; Strauss and Volkvein, 2004) have shown that students are more likely to 

drop out of two-year colleges than four-year ones.  Several theories have been 

proposed for the higher dropout rates at two-year colleges: 1) students at two-year 

colleges may not intend to obtain a degree, 2) students at two-year institutions are 

more likely to be married or have families, 3) students at two-year colleges work 

more hours, and 4) students at four-year colleges, especially those who live on 

campus, may have more social resources, so they integrate more socially (Strauss 

and Volkvein, 2004).   Many other institutional characteristics play an important 

role as well.  For example, some positive influences that Native American 

students found at American Indian College included chapel services, ministry 
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outreach and close friendships.  The negative influences included lack of 

programming, religious differences, and concerns with rules (Saggio, 2001).   

Although some low-income students do participate in higher education, 

the availability of college to a larger number of students now creates a new set of 

challenges in the persistence issue.  Saggio’s (2000) study on the retention of 

Native Americans at American Indian College mainly focused on low-income 

students.  Even with financial aid, these students found persisting in college 

difficult due to rising costs.  Many students dropped out in order to help support 

their struggling parents and siblings (Saggio, 2000).  Furthermore, a study in 

Pennsylvania showed that rural students are less likely to persist than urban or 

suburban students   Rural students would probably benefit from financial aid, 

since they tend to be low-income students (Yan, 2000).  Yan (2000) suggests that 

these students would also benefit from more rigorous high school preparation, 

increased parental support, increased support from peers, improved policies to 

ease transfers from community colleges to four-year colleges and improved 

programs in colleges designed to retain students (Yan, 2000).  

Besides finance, other factors play roles in persistence.  Saggio (2001) 

found that positive factors which influenced persistence at American Indian 

College included the high percentage of Native American students, small school 

size, a low student/teacher ratio, and the active recruitment of Native Americans 
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by the school.  Negative factors on persistence included “a lack of religious 

programming, religious differences, culturally insensitive faculty, difficulties with 

residential staff, and difficulties with the rules” (Saggio, 2001).  Mozella (2003) 

noted the role of poor advising in the persistence problems of Hispanic students.  

Often, these students are advised to take more hours than they should, resulting in 

academic problems.  Once these students, who are mainly low-income and/or 

first-generation students, lose their financial aid due to poor academic 

performance, those students are unable to continue in college (Mozella, 2003).  

Heisserer and Parette (2002) encourage university counselors to take a more 

aggressive approach in advising high-risk students.  They suggest counselors and 

advisors should target these students and have them sign “academic contracts” so 

that their progress can be maintained.  Furthermore, institutions should do their 

part by rewarding counselors for their efforts, as well as conducting studies to 

make sure students at risk for dropping out are being served (Heisserer and 

Parette, 2002).

Persistence of Minority, Low-income and First-generation Students

Even if low-income, first-generation, and/or minority students enroll in 

college, financial problems and other barriers can prevent them from persisting 

until graduation.  In a study of minority freshmen at a predominantly white 

Midwestern university, Nora and Cabrera (1996) found that Hispanic students are 
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13% more likely to drop out of college, while African Americans are 22% more 

likely to drop out compared to Caucasians (Nora and Cabrera, 1996).  Most often, 

researchers have attributed the minority students’ struggles with persistence to the 

fact that these students face barriers at predominantly white universities (Nora and 

Cabrera, 1996).  Although traditional studies on persistence of minorities have 

usually blamed lack of finances, lack of academic preparation, or discrimination 

as the main reasons why these students drop out of college, other factors have 

been discovered recently.  For example, Valladares (2003) and the U.S. 

Department of Education found that part-time students are less likely to persist 

than full-time students.  Many Hispanic students, who are forced to work during 

college due to limited finances, attend college only part-time.  As a result, 

Hispanic students face greater risks of dropping out of college.  In fact, almost 

half the part-time community college students in a study conducted by the 

Department of Education had no degree after three years and dropped out 

(Valladares, 2003).   

Nora and Cabrera (1996) examined the perceptions of prejudice by the 

minority students in their study.  They examined the academic preparedness, 

parental encouragement, and social interactions of the students and found that 

minority students have higher perceptions of prejudice against them than whites.  

However, minority students who received strong support from their families 



43

tended to have more positive experiences at the university (Nora and Cabrera, 

1996).  However, the authors do not believe that prejudice has an overwhelming 

influence on the persistence of minority students even though it has a negative 

influence on students (Nora and Cabrera, 1996).  

Rather than simply blaming discrimination, Bonner (2001) feels that 

predominantly white institutions inadvertently fail to understand the needs of 

minority students.  To explain the success of academically gifted African 

American males, he conducted a study with one student from Texas State 

University (TSU), a predominantly white institution, and one student from 

Southern State University (SSU), an HBCU.  While TSU was a research-oriented 

university, SSU concentrated more on a liberal arts education.  Both students he 

interviewed did very well in college; however, the student at the HBCU appeared 

more confident with his ability.  Bonner felt that the student-oriented liberal arts 

approach at SSU encouraged the student to feel more confident in his ability 

(Bonner, 2001).  

Stikes (1998) says that in order to serve the needs of African American 

students, administrators should modify institutional policies.  First and foremost, 

those students should have the support of the president and vice-president.  

Furthermore, the institution should concentrate on increasing diversity, creating 

support programs for African American students, increasing outreach and 
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retention efforts, decreasing stigmatism and racism, and modifying the curriculum 

to allow students to relate their own culture to their learning.  For example, 

universities should support and further develop their African American studies 

programs (Stikes, 1998).  These same ideas could be applied to other minority 

groups as well.  

As mentioned previously, Hispanics struggle more than any other group 

with college attendance, particularly in the area of persistence.  Their low 

persistence rates may relate to the fact that Hispanics primarily attend community 

colleges.  As mentioned earlier, students at community colleges have lower 

persistence rates (St. John, 1990b; Strauss and Volkvein, 2004), possibly because 

of the demographic characteristics of the students.  Furthermore, because students 

who attend community colleges work more and live off campus, they may not 

seek out the social support they need (Strauss and Volkvein, 2004).  Students tend 

to participate less in extracurricular activities at community colleges, possibly 

making them feel socially isolated (Dougherty, 1994; Henriksen, 1995).  Positive 

influences with faculty members, particularly at the community college level, 

appear to improve student persistence, although the instructors may not be aware 

of that fact (Cejda et al, 2002).  Cejda et al (2002) suggest that increased faculty 

involvement with students may improve retention rates.  Since peer involvement 

is crucial to Hispanic students, particularly at community colleges, peer tutoring 
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and peer participation in recruiting and mentoring may improve retention of 

Hispanic students (Cejda et all, 2002). 

Just as outside factors can affect persistence, a student’s personality can 

affect whether or not that student can overcome barriers.  A study by Lufi, Parish-

Plass, and Cohen (2003) examined various personality variables in students who 

did and did not persist at a university.  They found a high correlation between 

emotional stability, assertiveness, competitiveness, and self-discipline.  

Furthermore, students who had unrealistically high expectations dropped out more 

often (Lufi, Parish-Plass, and Cohen, 2003).  This study suggests that a student 

who is capable of developing leadership and self-confidence during his or her 

college experience has a better chance of making it to graduation.  At the same 

time, students need to keep their expectations in perspective. 

Once administrators understand the barriers faced by low-income and/or 

minority students, they can begin to help those students.  A recent study on 

Hispanic freshmen at a large, southwestern, four-year university (Lichtenstein, 

2002) demonstrated that financial aid played a positive role in the persistence of 

Hispanic students.  Specifically, work-study programs have the largest positive 

effect on persistence (Lichtenstein, 2002; McKenzie, 1981), while grants have a 

smaller positive effect (Astin, 1975).  Loans, on the other hand, have a mixed 

effect on persistence.  While earlier studies (Astin, 1975; Herndon, 1984) reported 



46

a negative correlation between loans and persistence, more recent studies (Baker 

and Velez, 1996; Lichtenstein, 2002; Perna, 1998) have found a positive 

relationship.  Hispanic students, however, have been reluctant to take out loans, 

even though the students who ultimately finish college are more likely to do so 

than the students who drop out (King, 1999; Lichtenstein, 2002).      

Like Bonner (2001), who studied successful African American students, 

Padilla (2001) chose to study successful Hispanic students.  Although successful 

students might face the same barriers as unsuccessful ones, the successful students 

are able to overcome the barriers.  Padilla (2001) described the four types of 

barriers as 1) discontinuity barriers, 2) barriers that are experienced as a lack of 

nurturing, 3) barriers related to a lack of presence on campus, and 4) resource 

barriers.  Discontinuity barriers include undergoing the transition from a small

town to an urban area, or evaluating whether to get a job as opposed to setting 

long-term goals and getting an education.  Examples of lack of nurturing include a 

lack of minority role models or a lack of family and academic support.  Lack of 

presence barriers include lack of minority support programs or failure by the 

university to include cultural or racial sensitivity in their curricula.  Finally, 

resource barriers mainly deal with lack of money or financial aid (Padilla, 2001).  

In spite of facing barriers, successful students are able to get past them and 

proceed to graduation (Padilla, 2001).  
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As mentioned previously, Asians have been the ethnic group that has had 

the most success with overcoming barriers.  In spite of the “model minority” 

stereotypes, however, a sizable portion of the Asian population in the United 

States does not have access to higher education.  Those students have been largely 

ignored (Gloria and Ho, 2003).  In the case of Asian students who do come from 

low-income families and face the same barriers as several other minority group 

students, social support is crucial.  Specifically, the students need social support 

from friends, family, and the university.  Providing students with a mentor has 

proved to be an important role in helping them academically (Gloria and Ho, 

2003). 

No matter what reasons that low-income, first-generation, and minority 

students have in persisting, university administrators need to recognize that 

economically, academically, or culturally disadvantaged students need assistance 

before they drop out.  Institutions could start helping students by understanding 

the link between choice and persistence, as explained in the next section.  

Although administrators and faculty members can do little to stop tuition 

increases or other college costs, they could make a big difference by giving 

students more academic and personal support.  For example, university faculty 

and staff members can raise money for grant aid or press legislators to offer more 

financial assistance to students. 
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The Nexus Between Choice and Persistence

Paulsen and St. John (2002) describe the nexus model as the linkage 

between the two separate issues of college choice and persistence (Paulsen and St. 

John, 2002).  Although demographic background, personal characteristics, and 

academic and social variables have been shown to influence choice and 

persistence separately (Bean 1990; Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith, 1989; 

Paulsen, 1990; Paulsen and St. John, 1997; Paulsen and St. John, 2002), finances 

are the main factor that influence both at the same time (Cabrera, Nora, and 

Castaneda, 1992; Paulsen and St. John, 1997; St. John, 1990a, 1990b).  

As mentioned in Chapter I, students’ pre-matriculation expectations may 

or may not be consistent with their post-matriculation expectations.  If the pre-

matriculation expectations are fulfilled, students are more likely to persist at that 

college.  If not, they may be more likely to leave (Paulsen and St. John, 1997).  

Understanding the nexus between choice and persistence may help institutional 

researchers and administrators gain insights into the influence of costs and 

financial aid on the enrollment behavior of the university’s students (St. John, 

Paulsen, and Starkey, 1996).  Students may choose a college because of perceived 

lower costs, but if the students’ expenses turn out to be higher than expected then 

those students may drop out.  Throughout their college careers, students make 

judgments about whether or not their academic and social experiences are worth 
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paying for, i.e., whether or not it is worth it to persist at their chosen college 

(Paulsen and St. John, 1997).

For low-income students, finances undoubtedly play a major role in both 

choice and persistence.  Using 1987 data from the National Postsecondary Student 

Aid Study, Paulsen and St. John (1997) examined the financial nexus between 

choice and persistence.  Financial factors that influence choice include financial 

aid, low tuition, ability to work, and low cost of living.  Paulsen and St. John 

(1997) then viewed the post-matriculation factors of actual dollar amounts of 

costs and financial aid as crucial factors that influence students’ persistence.  In 

other words, even if the student gets financial aid, (s)he is still likely to drop out 

after matriculation if the money is not enough to cover tuition and living 

expenses.  Furthermore, Paulsen and St. John (1997) found that in public 

universities, grant aid does not increase the likelihood of persistence for some 

students, because the amount awarded is not enough.  Students in public colleges 

either had to cut down on their food and travel expenses to pay fixed costs, or 

they had to take out loans.  By contrast, financial aid seemed to have a positive 

effect on persistence in the private sector, simply because private schools 

typically offer more money in financial aid (Paulsen and St. John, 1997).  In a 

follow-up study, Paulsen and St. John (2002) noted that low-income students also 

responded more negatively to tuition increases than middle-income and high-
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income students.  Paulsen and St. John found that increases in tuition decreased 

the probability of persistence in low-income students by 16% and 19% 

respectively, per $1000 increment in tuition.  In middle and high-income students, 

however, the same tuition increases reduced their probability of persisting by only 

9% and 3% respectively.  Therefore, even when low-income students received 

financial aid (grants and loans), they still struggled with persistence, indicating 

that both of these forms of financial aid were inadequate (Paulsen and St. John, 

2002).  Furthermore, low-income students who work long hours in low-paying 

campus jobs are less likely to persist than low-income students working in higher 

paying, off-campus jobs (Paulsen and St. John, 2002).

By understanding the nexus between choice and persistence, 

administrators can potentially improve retention for students at high risk of 

dropping out.  Furthermore, administrators can gain information that can help in 

planning at the campus level and in understanding how lack of finances and other 

factors affect the student decision-making process (Paulsen and St. John, 1997).  

If administrators can understand these processes, they will be better prepared to 

offer adequate financial aid, advising, and other services to low-income students, 

first-generation, and/or minority students.  For example, the Longhorn Scholars 

Program is one type of support program that assists disadvantaged students from 

the time they matriculate, increasing their chances of persisting to graduation.  By 
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understanding why students choose their college and what factors help them 

persist, administrators can continue to develop similar support programs.      

Summary

Like the studies of Bonner (2001) and Padilla (2001), this study 

concentrated on low-income, first-generation and/or minority students who have 

succeeded at a prestigious university rather than dropping out.  Although LOS 

recipients are typically low-income students, their success at the University of 

Texas at Austin has been comparable or even higher than “typical” students (L. 

Gilbert, personal communication, November, 2003).  Their success may largely 

be explained by their involvement with the Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship 

Program.  

Stough (1994) completed a similar study when she examined the 

persistence of a group of 38 minority engineering students at a large, 

southwestern university, except not all of her respondents were successful.  She 

asked her participants what factors influenced their persistence at the university.  

Successful students were more likely to read their assignments, complete 

homework problems, study with friends, and seek help than unsuccessful ones.  

Furthermore, successful students learned how to circumvent the problem of 

having bad professors, whereas unsuccessful students simply stopped going to 

class or they struggled with the material (Stough, 1994).
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Because LOS students are successful, they were ideal candidates for 

Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA), a type of qualitative methodology that 

relies on interaction with the participants. Although the literature established the 

link between choice and persistence, that relationship could not be fully 

understood until the participants defined the factors that led to choosing their 

college and their persistence, and clarified the relationships between those factors.  

In Chapter III, the methodology of this study is supported and explained in detail.       
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Chapter III: Methodology

Introduction

As discussed in Chapter II, not many studies have examined the nexus 

between choice and persistence.  Since the purpose of this study was to examine 

the relationship between choice and persistence in Longhorn Opportunity 

Scholarship (LOS) recipients, a qualitative approach called Interactive Qualitative 

Analysis (IQA), developed by Norvell Northcutt at the University of Texas at 

Austin, was selected.  In this chapter, the research method selection will be 

explained, followed by a discussion of the positionality of the researcher and the 

selection of the participants.  Finally, the techniques and strategy associated with 

IQA will be described.     

Selection of Method

Qualitative methodology was selected for this study due to the difficulty in 

obtaining information about persistence from quantitative studies.  Although 

quantitative studies on persistence have been attempted at U.T. Austin by sending 

surveys out to non-returning students (M. Moss, personal communication, May, 

2003), the results were inconclusive.  In fact, qualitative methodology has been 

successfully used in the field of education for several years.  Freebody (2003) 

noted that quantitative methods traditionally used in the social sciences left out 

much interesting data that could have been useful in applications regarding 
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education.  Tuettemann (2003) felt that qualitative methodology gives 

respondents freedom from being limited to pre-packaged responses.

Because the issues of choice and persistence are highly subjective in 

nature, qualitative methodology allows the subjects to elaborate on those issues 

rather than being limited to a few choices on a survey form that might be used in a 

quantitative study.  According to Patton (1990), “a structured, multiple-choice 

questionnaire requires a deductive approach, because the items must be 

predetermined based on some theory or preordinate criteria, such as program 

goals specifying what to measure” (pp. 45-46).  An open-ended interview, on the 

other hand, allows the respondents to define what is meaningful to them (Patton, 

1990). 

Qualitative Research

Qualitative research is “a systematic, subjective approach used to describe 

life experiences and give them meaning” (Burns and Grove, 2001, p. 61).  In 

general, qualitative research is based on the following beliefs:  1) there is not a

single reality, 2) reality, based on perceptions, is different for every individual, 

and 3) what we know has meaning only in a single context (Burns and Grove, 

2001).  Since the questions of how one chooses a college and what factors 

influenced persistence would be different for every individual, qualitative 

methodology was the research method of choice in this study.  IQA, the particular 
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method chosen, is a combination of grounded theory and phenomenology, two 

types of qualitative research (Beck, 2003).  The purpose of phenomenology is to 

describe the experiences of study participants as they are lived.  All 

phenomenologists believe that there is not a single reality, but multiple realities.  

Reality is considered subjective and unique to the individual (Burns and Grove, 

2001).  Grounded theory, another type of qualitative research similar to 

phenomenology, derives its theory from the data from which it was derived.  This 

type of research has been used frequently to study areas in which little research 

has been done (Burns and Grove, 2001).  Because little research has been done on 

the relationship between choice and persistence, IQA, a type of grounded theory, 

is an appropriate choice of methodology for this study.  According to Tuettemann 

(2003), using grounded theory allows the researcher to elicit data without relying 

on his or her own hypotheses or preconceptions. Furthermore, grounded theory 

allows the respondents to participate without placing limits or boundaries on their 

responses (Tuettemann, 2003).

Context

The context of a single institution (U.T. Austin) was selected for this 

study.  Furthermore, this study was limited to freshmen and seniors who received 

Longhorn Opportunity Scholarships.  The reason LOS students were picked for 

this study was because a large number of them are low-income, first-generation, 
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and/or minority students (K. Ishop,  personal communication, 2003).  Because of 

the barriers facing them, persistence in college could be a challenge for LOS 

students.  Programs such as the Longhorn Scholars Program, however, were 

created to help such students navigate these barriers.  Furthermore, because LOS 

students rank in the top ten percent of their high school classes, other factors such 

as institutional prestige were expected to be factors in their college choices, as 

well as their persistence.

In this study, LOS freshmen were asked why they chose U.T. Austin as 

their undergraduate institution, while senior students selected on a similar basis 

and from backgrounds common to the freshman group, were asked what factors 

accounted for their persistence.  LOS recipients’ perspectives were expected to 

differ from middle-class or wealthy students’ in choosing U.T. Austin as well as 

in persisting there.  For example, a middle-class or wealthy student might not list 

financial aid as a crucial factor in why (s)he chose U.T., or in why (s)he persisted.  

Financial aid, however, was expected to be a major factor in low-income students’ 

choosing their college, as well as in their persistence. 

Positionality

Because this study was based on interviews, the researcher was an insider 

to a certain extent, because she interacted with the participants rather than purely 

observing them.  Like the participants in the study, the researcher was not only a
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student at U.T. Austin but also a member of an ethnic minority group.  However, 

unlike most of the participants, she was older (she was a doctoral student while 

the respondents were undergraduates), middle-class, and had worked full-time for 

a number of years.  Furthermore, she was married and the mother of two children.  

Although she certainly shared some common characteristics with the participants, 

maintaining objectivity was not a problem in this study due to the many 

differences between the researcher and subjects.  Since the researcher was not 

employed by U.T. Austin or associated with the Longhorn Scholars Program in 

any way, her interest in the LOS and the Longhorn Scholars Program was that of 

an outsider.

According to Patton (1990), objectivity can be maintained in interviews 

through empathic neutrality.  Neutrality can encourage rapport while assuring that 

the researcher remains nonjudgmental and open (Patton, 1990).  Furthermore, 

Patton (1990) noted that objectivity can be maintained by asking truly open-ended 

interview questions.  For example, the researcher may start out by asking a very 

general question such as “How do you feel about the program?” and allowing the 

respondent to elaborate.  Asking open-ended questions allows the subject to 

choose from a wide array of answers without the imposition of the researcher’s 

opinions (Patton, 1990).   
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In spite of the differences between herself and the respondents, the 

researcher was careful to conduct the study without being intimidating to the 

participants.  According to Burns and Grove (2001), “the presence of the 

researcher can alter behavior, leading to invalid behaviors” (p. 407).  In order to 

avoid that mistake, the researcher must remain on the site long enough to become 

familiar, use unobtrusive measures, and seek input from informants (Burns and 

Grove, 2001).  In both the focus groups and interviews, the participants were 

assured that they did not have to answer any questions that made them 

uncomfortable.  In addition, both the focus groups and interviews were highly 

interactive between the participants and the researcher, insuring that input from 

the participants was encouraged and welcome.     

Sample Size and Participants

Northcutt suggests using 10 to 15 participants in an IQA focus group (N. 

Northcutt, personal communication, September, 2003).  According to Burns and 

Grove (2001), qualitative studies and case studies tend to use very small samples, 

because problems related to sampling error and generalization have little 

relevance.  A small sample size allows the researcher to examine issues in depth 

from different perspectives (Burns and Grove, 2001).  

With a limited pool of participants available, this study included most of 

the respondents who were willing to participate.  In the case of the freshmen, a 
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few more students indicated interest in participating than were needed; therefore, 

the ultimate participants were randomly selected.  With the pool of seniors being 

especially limited in number, all students who expressed interest in participating 

were included in the study.  The researcher had no information about the 

participants prior to the study other than their names and contact information.

Subjects were required to be freshmen or senior students who received 

Longhorn Opportunity Scholarships.  The researcher obtained a list of freshmen 

and senior LOS recipients directly from the university.  Participants were 

contacted and selected from that list.  This study was approved by the Institutional 

Review Board of U.T. Austin, and all subjects signed a consent form before 

participating (all participants were required to be 18 years of age or older).  More 

detailed information about the participants and how they were selected is 

discussed in Chapter IV.  

Interactive Qualitative Analysis

As indicated, this study was conducted by utilizing a qualitative method of 

research called Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA).  IQA research consists of 

four phases: research design, focus groups, interviews, and report.  After defining 

the problem, focus groups are held with participants who share some common 

experience.  The focus group then identifies categories called affinities, which are 
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used to design a protocol for in depth interviews.  After participants are 

interviewed, the researcher evaluates and reports the results (Northcutt, 2003).  

Although IQA studies can be done by either interviewing the same focus 

group participants or choosing different participants (N. Northcutt, personal 

communication, January, 2004), the investigator chose to interview the same 

participants due to the small numbers of LOS recipients at U.T. Austin.  

Interviewing the focus group participants gave more consistency to the study, 

since the focus group members defined the affinities that were discussed in 

greater detail in the interviews.  

IQA Focus Groups 

Northcutt (2003) defines focus groups as 

a group of people who share some common experience, work or live 
within some common structure, or have a similar background.  IQA focus 
groups are formed with groups of individuals who may have varied 
opinions and experiences with the system under study, but who more 
critically share a common perspective” (Northcutt, 2003, p. 3:5). 

In this particular study, the common experience shared by students in both focus 

groups was that they received Longhorn Opportunity Scholarships and attended 

low-income, inner city or rural high schools in Texas.  Two focus groups were 

conducted for this study:  1) freshman (focus on choice) LOS recipients, who met 

the criteria stated in the participants section of this chapter, and 2) senior (focus 
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on persistence) LOS recipients, who met the criteria stated earlier in the 

participants section of this chapter.

Saggio (2000) used focus groups in a similar qualitative approach when 

studying the relationship between college choice and persistence among Native 

American students at American Indian College.  He used four focus groups to 

construct conceptual models (individual and aggregate) to display his findings.  

The strengths of his research design included pre-screening the focus group 

questions, using three senior Native American staff members to help understand 

the preliminary data results, and using a Native American administrator of the 

college as a moderator.  Limitations included using a small number of Native 

American tribes, the non-random use of participants in the study, and the small 

size of the institution (Saggio, 2000). 

In this study, the investigator, who received training in IQA methodology 

from Dr. Northcutt, served as the facilitator of both focus groups.  Although the 

focus group members were not technically pre-screened, they all shared the 

common experience of having received Longhorn Opportunity Scholarships and 

having attended low-income, rural or inner-city high schools in Texas.  Since the 

investigator received the names of the students through the cooperation of the 

university, there was no doubt the participants did indeed receive the scholarship.  

Because the focus groups included a mix of African American, Hispanic, 
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Caucasian, and Asian students, the researcher judged that there was no need to 

use a moderator of a particular ethnicity.  Although the freshmen and seniors 

participated in different focus group sessions, the methodology described below 

applied to both sessions.    

The focus groups were conducted in classrooms at the Sanchez building of 

the University of Texas at Austin.  Prior to each session, participants filled out a 

brief survey form that was used to collect demographic information and signed a 

consent form.  During the first phase of the focus groups, the “silent 

brainstorming phase,” each participant was asked to write their experiences about 

the subject (college choice or persistence) on note cards, one thought per card.  

Specifically, the freshmen were asked why they chose U.T. Austin, while the 

seniors were asked what factors accounted for their persistence at U.T. Austin.  

After taping the cards along a wall, the facilitator (this researcher) read each card 

out loud and asked the group to come to a consensus about the meaning of each 

card.  Then, in an activity called inductive coding, the facilitator asked the focus 

group to organize the cards into groups of similar meaning.  The focus group then 

named each card, or “affinity,” in a phase called axial coding (Northcutt, 2003).  

After defining and naming the affinities (axial coding), each focus group 

member was given a blank affinity relationship table, or ART, and was asked to 

think about the relationships between each of the affinities. They analyzed all 
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possible pairs (only three possibilities; either 1 affects 2 (1→2), 2 affects 1 

(2→1), or no relationship (1<>2)), and then they recorded their responses in the 

ART.  For example, if a respondent felt that the first affinity affected the second 

one, (s)he recorded a relationship of 1→2 in the table for that pair.

IQA Interviews

After completing the focus groups, the participants were interviewed by 

the researcher.  As discussed earlier in this chapter, Patton (1990) noted that the 

success of a qualitative study relies on effective, open-ended interviews.  

Specifically, open-ended interviews allow the participants to define their own 

reality (Patton, 1990).  IQA interviews are actually semi-structured interviews, 

which provide the researcher with increasing amounts of control over the 

interview (Burns and Grove, 2001).  Using the list of affinities defined by each 

focus group, the researcher developed a separate interview protocol for the 

freshmen (focus on choice participants) and seniors (focus on persistence 

participants).  Appendix A and Appendix B contain the protocols for each group.    

In spite of the protocols, however, the questions on an IQA study are basically 

open-ended, with the respondent determining how (s)he will answer the questions 

(Northcutt, 2003).  In other words, the affinities were not necessarily discussed in 

the order listed on the protocols. 
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All interviews were tape-recorded with the subjects’ permission.  

According to Patton (1990), tape-recorders ensure the credibility of the data since 

what is discussed on the tape cannot be changed.  Relying on notes alone can 

change the context of what the respondent has said (Patton, 1990).  After tape-

recording the interview sessions, the researcher transcribed all the interviews.         

Axial Coding

In the first part of the interview, called axial coding, the researcher asked 

each participant to explain what each of the affinities meant to him or her on an 

individual basis.  In this phase of the interview, the researcher asked open-ended 

questions so that the respondents could lead into the affinities on their own.  

Following transcription of the interviews, the researcher noted key words or 

phrases that described or illustrated the affinities in individual Axial Code Tables

(ACTs).

Theoretical Coding

In the second part of the interview, which was more structured, the 

researcher asked the respondents to define any relationships they saw between the 

affinities.  Although the respondents had already defined many relationships in 

the focus groups, the interview offered them an opportunity to analyze the 

relationships in greater detail.  During the interviews, the researcher prepared a

Theoretical Code Table (TCT) for each respondent, which illustrated relationships 
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between two or more affinities.  Additionally, each interview transcript was 

examined for statements that illustrated a link between affinities (Northcutt, 

2003).

Compiling Composite Interview Data Via the Pareto Protocol

In IQA studies, the Pareto Principle is used to compile composite 

interview data.  The Pareto Principle “states that something like 20% of the 

variables in a system will account for 80% of the total variation in outcomes”

(Northcutt, 2003, p. 6:11).  The first step in calculating frequencies is to record 

the total number of votes for each relationship pair in affinity order.  For example, 

if three respondents said that affinity 1 affects affinity 2, then a total of three votes 

is recorded for that pair.  Similarly, the same procedure is followed for each pair. 

In the next step (see Appendices C, E), the researcher sorted the 

relationships in descending order of frequency (total number of votes) and 

calculated cumulative frequencies and percentages in terms of both the total 

number of relationships, as well as the total number of votes (Northcutt, 2003).  

The cumulative frequency is the running total.  The cumulative percent (relation) 

is based upon the number of total possible relationships.  The cumulative percent 

(frequency) is based upon the total votes cast.  Power is an index of the degree of 

optimization of the system and is the difference between cumulative percent 

(frequency) and cumulative percent (relation).  When deciding what relationships 
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to include in the system, the power is examined to see where it reaches its 

maximum.  For example, if the first 10 relationships (33% of the total) account for 

84% of the total variation, and power reaches a maximum at 10 relationships, then 

those 10 should be the only ones included (Northcutt, 2003).  The Pareto charts 

for this study, showing the cutoff points used, are included in Appendix C for the 

LOS freshmen (choice) and Appendix E for the LOS seniors (persistence).

Interrelationship Diagrams (IRDs)

After the Pareto protocol was completed, the investigator created an 

interrelationship diagram (IRD) for both the freshmen (choice) and seniors 

(persistence).  Any affinity pair relationships above the cutoff point were included 

in the IRD.  The IRD displays arrows that show whether each affinity in a pair is 

perceived as a cause or an effect, or if there is no relationship between the 

affinities in the pair.  Figure 3.01 shows a sample IRD.  (The numbers 1-6 

represent affinities.)  Note:  Figure 3.01 is only an example and does not represent 

actual data from this study.
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Table 3.01:  Sample Inter-Relationship Diagram (IRD)

Tabular IRD

1 2 3 4 5 6 OUT IN ∆∆∆∆
1 ← ← ↑ ← ← 1 4 -3 
2 ↑ ↑ ← ↑ 3 1 2
3 ↑ ← ← 1 2 -1 
4 ← ↑ ← 1 2 -1 
5 ↑ ← ↑ ← 2 2 0
6 ↑ ↑ ↑ 3 0 3

For example, in the table above, a relationship showing that affinity 2 

affects affinity 1 indicates that 2 is the cause or influencing affinity and that 1 is 

the effect or influenced affinity (Northcutt, 2003).  As seen in the highlighted 

cells in the diagram, the same relationship is actually recorded twice:  once with a 

left arrow (1←2), and once with an up arrow (2↑1).  Up arrows are called Outs, 

while left arrows are called Ins.  The numbers of Outs and Ins are counted and 

recorded in the table.  The difference between the numbers of Outs and Ins, 

called, the delta values, are computed by 1) Counting the number of up arrows (↑) 

or Outs, 2) counting the number of left arrows (←) or Ins, and then 3) subtracting 

the number of Ins from the Outs (Northcutt, 2003).  Finally, the IRD can be sorted 

in descending order of delta values (Table 3.02).
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Table 3.02:  Sample Sorted Inter-Relationship Diagram (IRD)

When sorted in descending order of delta values, the affinities can be 

assigned as drivers or outcomes.  The affinity with the highest delta value, called 

the primary driver, has the largest effect on other affinities.  Furthermore, any 

affinity with no Ins is always a primary driver, regardless of its delta value 

(Northcutt, 2003).  Therefore, there can be more than one primary driver.  In the 

example above (Table 3.02), affinity number 6 is the primary driver.  A secondary

driver is identified when there are both Outs and Ins, and when there are more 

Outs than Ins.  Conversely, a secondary outcome is identified when there are both 

Ins and Outs, but there are more Ins than Outs (Northcutt, 2003).  The primary 

outcome, the delta value with the highest negative value, is affected by all other 

affinities in the system.  Furthermore, any affinity with no Outs is always a 

primary outcome (Northcutt, 2003).  In the example above, affinity number 1 is 

the primary outcome.  Any affinity with a zero delta value, such as number 5 in 

Tabular IRD – Sorted in Descending Order of ∆∆∆∆
1 2 3 4 5 6 OUT IN ∆∆∆∆

6 ↑ ↑ ↑ 3 0 3
2 ↑ ↑ ← ↑ 3 1 2
5 ↑ ← ↑ ← 2 2 0
3 ↑ ← ← 1 2 -1 
4 ← ↑ ← 1 2 -1 
1 ← ← ↑ ← ← 1 4 -3 
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the example above, is called a circulator, or pivot.  Circulators are influenced by 

all the drivers, and they influence all the outcomes.        

System Influence Diagrams (SIDS)

A system influence diagram (SID), or mindmap, is a diagram or visual 

representation of the relationships between the affinities in a system.  Basically, it 

contains the same information as an IRD (any relationship shown on the IRD can 

be found on the SID); however, a SID is a visual representation whereas an IRD is 

a graphical representation presented in a table.  When first constructing a SID, or 

mindmap, the affinities should be arranged in a circle with the primary drivers on 

the left and the primary outcomes on the right.  The secondary drivers and 

secondary outcomes should be next to the primary drivers and outcomes.  

Circulators/pivots, which have zero delta values, should be in the center.  This 

rough version of a SID is called a “cluttered SID.”   Figure 3.01 shows a sample 

cluttered SID, with each number representing an affinity.  Note:  Like the sample 

IRD in the section above, this figure is an example and does not represent actual 

data from this study.
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Figure 3.01:  Sample Cluttered System Influence Diagram (SID)

Arrows are drawn from one affinity to another, according to the IRD.  For 

example, if affinity 2 affects affinity 1 in the IRD, an arrow is drawn from 2 to 1 

in the SID, as shown in Figure 3.01.  To simplify the diagram, redundant links are 

removed.  For example, the link drawn from affinity 2 to affinity 1 is redundant 

because a path can also be drawn from 2 to 1 another way (by going from 2 to 5 

to 3 back to 1, for example).  Once all redundant links are removed, the affinities 
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can be rearranged in a linear pattern to create a simplified SID called a “clean 

SID” (Figure 3.02).  In this example, the SID is drawn with the primary drivers on 

the far left and the primary outcomes on the far right.  Alternatively, the SID can 

be arranged with the primary drivers on top and the primary outcomes on the 

bottom.

Figure 3.02:  Sample Clean System Influence Diagram (SID)

If a group of affinities are connected so that the arrows eventually lead 

back to the first affinity in that group, that set of affinities is identified as a 

feedback loop.  For example, the relationships defined between affinities 2, 5, 3, 

1, and 4 are an example of a feedback loop.  The SIDS for both the freshmen 

(focus on choice) and seniors (focus on persistence) will be presented and 
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discussed in Chapter V.  Furthermore, the two SIDs will be compared and 

contrasted in Chapter V. 

Comparison of the Freshman (Choice) and Senior (Persistence) LOS System 
Influence Diagrams

Comparing the mindmaps of the freshman (choice) and senior 

(persistence) participants was the most important reason for doing this study.   In 

examining the mindmaps, one can evaluate the relationship between the factors 

that influence college choice and persistence in LOS students, because the 

mindmaps identify specific relationships between each affinity.  Details about 

those relationships were obtained during theoretical interviews (the sections of the 

IQA interviews in which respondents describe relationships between affinities as 

they see them), but mindmaps offer visual representations of the relationships 

(interview results).     

Quality Criteria

Hieswa (2003) used Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) quality criteria to establish 

trustworthiness in her 2003 IQA study on community college presidents.  

According to Hieswa (2003), Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that 

“trustworthiness consists of credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability” (Hieswa, 2003, Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 300).  Similarly, those 

techniques were employed in this study, as explained below.
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Credibility:  Hieswa (2003) ensured credibility in her study by using 

triangulation and member checking.  Triangulation involves the use of multiple 

sources (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  In this study, nineteen different individuals 

were interviewed.  Although the nineteen participants were the same students who 

participated in the focus group, they were of different ethnic backgrounds.  

Therefore, they brought diversity to the study.   Member checking involves giving 

the study participants an opportunity to check the data (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  

Because all interview participants filled out Affinity Relationship Tables (ARTs) 

in the focus groups, the researcher was able to double-check their data during the 

theoretical coding phase of the interviews.  Care was taken to make sure the 

participants understood the nature of the relationships they defined in the focus 

groups, and they were given the opportunity to change their data if they saw fit 

during the interviews.

Transferability:  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), transferability 

involves providing enough description about the study so that the reader can apply 

the results to other situations (Hieswa, 2003).  Data was presented in an open 

manner so that the reader could reach his or her own conclusions about the study 

(Northcutt, 2003).  This study can easily be applied to other situations because 

several schools either have programs similar to the Longhorn Scholars Program, 

or they plan to start such programs in the future.  Perhaps those institutions can 
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apply perceptions from the students in this study towards their own programs if 

they are trying to reach students from under-represented high schools.  

Dependability:  Lincoln and Guba (1985) defined dependability as 

accounting for all data and ensuring appropriateness of inquiry decisions (Hieswa, 

2003, Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  All work was carefully checked several times 

and focus group and interview protocols were closely followed (Hieswa, 2003).

Confirmability:  Lincoln and Guba (1985) define confirmability as the 

process of ensuring that the researcher has not made up any data; therefore, an 

audit of collected data should be consistent with the reported findings of the 

study.  To ensure confirmability, the researcher kept records of all ARTs filled out 

by the respondents as well as interview transcripts, IRDs, SIDs, and other 

paperwork.  Just as Hieswa (2003) recorded line numbers of transcripts in her 

ACTs and TCTs, a similar approach was employed in this study, ensuring that 

proper IQA protocols were followed.      

Summary

Once all of the focus group and interview data were collected using the 

methodological techniques described in this chapter, the investigator completed 

IQA write-ups for both the freshmen (focus on choice) and the seniors (focus on 

persistence).  The two groups were compared for similarities and differences.  In 

Chapter IV, the researcher describes the affinities identified in both the freshman 
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(choice) and senior (persistence) focus groups as perceived by the participants. In 

Chapter V, the researcher explores the relationships between the affinities in each 

individual focus group as perceived by the recipients, as well as the relationships 

between factors that influence college choice and the factors that affect 

persistence.

Although quantitative methodology could certainly have been used in this 

study, use of IQA gave the researcher more insight into the views of participants, 

particularly in the area of persistence.  Although choice factors could be measured 

through an instrument such as a survey, persistence is much harder to quantify.  

Furthermore, mindmaps present a visual representation of relationships that would 

not be present in a quantitative study.  Although qualitative methodology has been 

criticized by some researchers (Lincoln and Denzin, 1998), the use of Lincoln and 

Guba’s quality criteria (Hieswa, 2003) ensured that the study utilized a valid, 

scientific approach.     
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Chapter IV: Results

Introduction

As described in Chapter III, two focus group sessions were conducted:  

one composed of freshman LOS recipients (choice) and one composed of senior 

LOS recipients (persistence).   Approximately 150 freshmen who received the 

Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship for Fall 2003 were contacted via e-mail and 

postal mail to solicit their willingness to participate in the study.  Approximately 

25 students initially responded that they were interested in participating, and 15 

participants were randomly selected.  After 3 respondents cancelled, replacements 

were sought from the remaining students who were interested.   Out of the 15 

students who committed to the study, 10 showed up for the freshman focus group 

session.  All 10 of those participants were interviewed.  Because the senior class 

was the first to receive the Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship, only 39 seniors 

qualified for the study.  All senior LOS students were contacted via e-mail and 

postal mail.  All 11 students who expressed interest in participating were invited 

to attend the focus group, but two cancelled.  Out of the 9 who participated in the 

focus group, 8 were interviewed.  Participants from each focus group were paid 

$25 each.

Both focus groups were held in the Sanchez building at U.T. Austin.  

Freshman students were asked to reflect on why they chose U.T., while seniors 
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were asked to reflect on the factors that influenced their persistence at U.T. 

Austin.  After the respondents wrote their thoughts on index cards, the researcher 

hung all the cards on the wall.  Once the students clarified the meanings of the 

cards, they defined the affinities.  At the conclusion of each session, the students 

filled out Affinity Relationship Tables (ARTs) in order to provide their individual 

perception of the relationships between the affinities.  When the students were 

later interviewed, they had the opportunity to change the relationships if they saw 

fit.

Demographics

Prior to the start of each focus group session, each participant was asked to 

fill out a brief demographic questionnaire.  Although the sample sizes were small, 

the participants came from a variety of ethnic groups and backgrounds.  Three 

men and seven women participated in the freshman (choice) study, while two men 

and seven women participated in the senior (persistence) group.  Three freshmen 

and five seniors indicated that they were first-generation students.  No freshmen 

were employed full-time or part-time, while six seniors were employed part-time.  

Ethnic information is summarized in Table 4.1 and Table 4.2.
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Table 4.01:  Freshman (Choice) LOS Participants—Ethnic Data

Ethnicity Number of Students

African American 2

Asian 1

Caucasian 0

Hispanic 6

Native American 0

Other 1

Total 10

Table 4.02:  Senior (Persistence) LOS Participants—Ethnic Data

Ethnicity Number of Students

African American 4

Asian 1

Caucasian 1

Hispanic 3

Native American 0

Other 0

Total 9
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Axial Coding

Following the focus group sessions, separate interview protocols were 

developed for both the freshman (choice) and senior (persistence) participants 

(see Appendices A, B).  After the participants were interviewed, the researcher 

transcribed the interviews.  Each interview, as described in Chapter III, consisted 

of two parts.  Part I, or the axial interview, dealt with what each affinity meant to 

the individual respondents.  In Part II, the theoretical interview, each respondent 

defined any relationships between the affinities that (s)he identified.  Quotes from 

the axial interviews were pasted into axial code tables (ACTs), which are tables 

that summarize the range of meaning of each affinity for each respondent.  Quotes 

from the theoretical interviews were pasted into theoretical code tables (TCTs), 

which define the relationships between affinities according to each respondent.  

After all the axial quotes were pasted into ACTs, the quotes supporting particular 

affinities were organized into sub-affinities.  

The results of the axial interviews are presented in this chapter according 

to the method described by Northcutt (2003).  First, a detailed description of each 

affinity is presented.  Each affinity description is followed by several descriptions 

of sub-affinities.  For each sub-affinity, the following format is followed:  1) the 

lead sentence, presented in bold, interprets the paragraph in the voice of a 

participant, 2) the second sentence, in italics, interprets the paragraph in the voice 



80

of the researcher, and 3) the remaining material, in quotes, contains selections 

from different interviews that finish describing the sub-affinity.

Data for the freshmen (focus on choice) is presented first, followed by 

data for the seniors (focus on persistence).  In this chapter, only the affinities for 

each group are identified and described according to how the participants 

perceived them.  The theoretical coding part of the study, i.e. the part that deals 

with relationships between the affinities, will be discussed in Chapter V.  In that 

chapter, the relationships between affinities identified by each focus group will be 

analyzed according to how the respondents perceived them.  Furthermore, the 

composite system influence diagrams (SIDS) of the freshman (choice) and senior 

(persistence) focus groups will be compared and contrasted.      

Freshman Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship Recipients (Focus on Choice)

After being asked why they chose the University of Texas at Austin (U.T.) 

as their undergraduate institution, the freshman focus group identified eight 

affinities describing their reasons. A composite description of each affinity as 

identified by LOS freshmen was created (Table 4.03). 
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Table 4.03:  Focus Group Affinities—Freshman (Choice) LOS Respondents 

Affinity Descriptors
1.  Career 
Opportunities

Internships; co-ops; recruiting; lots of companies in 
Austin; interesting majors.

2.  Location City of Austin; close to home; far enough away from 
family.

3.  Large Size Huge; more opportunities; more academic departments 
and majors; more alumni. 

4.  Prestige Quality of school; quality of academic departments; 
national reputation.

5.  LOS/Longhorn 
Scholars Program

Financial aid; Connexus; good advisors; small classes.

6.  Diversity Lots of people of different cultures.
7.  Social Life Clubs; music; Sixth Street; many social events in Austin; 

lots of people to meet.
8.  Encouragement 
(Support) from Inner 
Circle

Moral support from family and friends; personal and 
professional support from high school teachers and 
counselors.

After the freshman (choice) focus group identified the eight affinities 

above, the researcher divided each affinity into smaller units called sub-affinities.  

The following section presents a description of each affinity, followed by 

descriptions of several sub-affinities.  As mentioned earlier in the chapter, the 

sub-affinities have been presented in the following format according to Northcutt

(2003):  1) the first quote, presented in bold, comes directly from an interview and 

defines the sub-affinity in the voice of a participant, 2) the second quote, 

presented in italics, briefly defines the sub-affinity in the researcher’s voice, and 
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3) the remaining quotes, which are a composite of various thoughts from 

interviews with different students, finish defining the sub-affinity in detail.

1. Career Opportunities

Students referred to career opportunities as the opportunity to get their 

degrees from quality academic departments, participate in internships, and to have 

the opportunity to meet with recruiters during their four years at U.T.  Although 

most of the freshman participants had not yet utilized such services, they clearly 

saw that U.T. presented many options that they would utilize later in their 

academic careers.  All of the students interviewed planned to use the university’s 

career placement centers and participate in recruiting by companies when they got 

closer to graduating.  The students felt that they would not have had these 

opportunities at a smaller or less prestigious school.

I decided I might as well pursue a career that I liked. U.T. Austin, with 

all its different programs, can increase the likelihood of finding an enjoyable 

career.  “With a school this size, how can it not (affect career opportunities)?  

Like the various connections I’ve already established.  As long as the university 

had a good academic program, I was comfortable with going there.  In a lot of 

schools you couldn’t major in (bioengineering), because they didn’t have it.  But 

they did have the equipment for it here, I guess.  But I found out that bio-
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engineering was a new major here, and I (said), ‘Okay, that would be a good 

program to test it out and see how it is.’”

I want to help students get into college.  By building strong careers, 

students can become role models and help others follow in their footsteps.  “I 

wasn’t very prepared for college, and I want to make sure other students, when 

they come up here from urban high schools…they’re more prepared for the 

college experience than I was.  And I just think that if I go into that field, I can 

prepare students for college life.  And so, that was a big factor for me (in) 

deciding that education is what I want to do.  I want to help students get into 

college.  I want to make sure they’re ready for this, and not be up here struggling 

like I was.  I don’t recognize his name, but in one of the Connexus meetings, the 

man (advisor) said at U.T. you can either get one of the best educations or one of 

the worst educations, but it depends on you.  So yeah, it just depends on you and 

how you want to be and how you do your work, and how much effort you put in.”

(U.T.) helps you through the alumni. Upon graduation, students can 

network with other U.T. graduates to find a job.  “There (are) a lot of alumni.  

When they graduate, they tend to stick up for other graduates.  Whenever you’re 

trying to get a job, and you and someone else are competing for the same job, if 

that person hiring you went to U.T., you have a pretty good chance that they’ll 

hire you.  They do a good job, because the alumni brought a good range of people 
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who graduated from here, and really they help out.  People who graduate from 

here help also.  I get e-mails all the time about different companies who come 

here to talk to different students, and internships, and everything.  This is my first 

semester.  I’ll have my first internship my sophomore year.”  

I want to participate in some of the internships.  U.T. offers the 

opportunity to participate in various business opportunities prior to graduation, 

such as co-ops, internships, and recruiting.  “I’ll probably participate in the co-

op.  Probably my sophomore year, sometime.  I got so many e-mails about 

different (opportunities) but I don’t see how they relate to me.  But from what I’ve 

heard, there (are) a lot of internships and opportunities here.  You just have to go 

and weed out the ones that don’t apply.  I originally got one before I came here, 

but it was through Rice University.  It was really for biomedical engineering.  

Those are really good, but they’re in conjunction with IBM, so that was geared 

towards me as well.

I did (an internship) before I came here, in my spring semester (in high 

school).  And the fact that I was going to U.T.…they liked that.  They felt good 

knowing that I was going to a good program and I might possibly come back and 

have some experience when I came back.  I know when I was in El Paso I had an 

internship coming into my freshman year at U.T., and the minute I told them I 
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was going to U.T. that definitely helped…in my hometown at least.  I was 

guaranteed the internship after that.” 

2. Location 

The students chose U.T. in part because of its placement in Austin.  Most 

participants were from Dallas, Houston, or El Paso.  Some students said that they 

preferred to move away from home, yet be close enough to go home occasionally 

when they missed their families.  Austin’s location gave them a chance to get 

away from home yet be close at the same time.  Furthermore, the students felt that 

being in close proximity to government buildings and high-tech companies such 

as Dell and Motorola gave them a better chance for getting a good job when they 

graduate from college.  Others saw the city of Austin as offering them a full social 

life with its cultural activities, music, and sightseeing.

Austin is a pretty nice city.  The city of Austin itself, with its desirable 

location, provided students with a reason for moving there.  “I’m from Houston, 

and Houston’s a big city too, so I’m not adjusting to city life.  The weather is nice.  

If it was like Houston and hot outside, I probably wouldn’t want to come here 

with all that heat.  And the scenery I just loved, like the hilly areas.  And then I 

(said), ‘Okay, I like Austin.’  It’s kind of similar, just not as (many) trees, but it’s 

pretty cool.  I like the scenery.” 
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I didn’t want to go too far. The proximity of Austin to Dallas, Houston, 

and El Paso allowed students the opportunity to get away from home, yet be close 

enough to see their families when they desired.  “(Location) was the number two 

reason I wanted to come here.  I wanted to stay in Texas, to stay with Texas 

tuition rates.  I didn’t want to go too far.  I didn’t want to be too far from my 

family.  I wanted to be accessible…to be able to get back and forth easily.  Me 

and my dad are so close, I guess he did (care about the location).  He’s up in 

Dallas.  It’s not too far, and not too close, so it’s an all right location.  Like I said, 

it’s far away enough for me to be independent, but if I need to go home or I need 

my mom to come up here, it’s not much trouble.  I’ve been home once this 

semester.  So no, I don’t go home a lot.  My family visits me just about every 

other weekend, so I stay in touch with my parents.  It’s pretty easy for them to just 

drive over here.  Most of my sisters went out of state to go to school.  I never 

wanted to go out of state.  I wanted to stay inside of Texas, but I wanted to be far 

enough away from home to be independent, but close enough so that if stuff 

happens I could go home.”

I kind of wanted to leave, so that was one reason why I came over 

here.  Sometimes, going far away helped students get away from home and stand 

on their own.   “I wanted to come here, (because) it was away from Houston.  I 

lived in Houston all my life.  This is something different.  (If U.T. was out of 
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state) I would have probably still come.  (My family) would have been in favor of 

it, but they would have had some problems with it being far away.”

I’m not getting used to it here so fast, like others.   In some cases, 

location was a negative factor.  Some respondents were terribly homesick.   “I 

want to go home.  I miss home, like, the way it feels just to be in your hometown.  

It’s just different here.  Well, they told me that it should get better.  I guess 

because it’s my first year, and I had never been far away from home before that.  

I’m always with my family.  At the beginning, (I said), ‘Okay, yeah I’m going to 

leave.  I’m wasting my time in El Paso.’  But now I came here, and (I’m saying), 

‘Oh my God.’  It hits you.

I didn’t want to come to Austin, because I always heard about the 

pollution problem in Austin.  And also, the drive is three hours away from Dallas, 

and I wasn’t real comfortable with that, because I’m close to my family, and I’ve 

never been away this long.  But yeah, that was definitely a problem for me at the 

beginning, but now it’s not so much because I’ve been home four times already 

ever since school started.”

3. Large Size

Although the Longhorn Scholars program strives to place students in small 

classes, some students found the large size of the university attractive.  They 

associated the large size of U.T. with being more prestigious and offering more 
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academic majors, extracurricular activities, social networks, and job opportunities.  

Although some students said they did not mind large classes, other felt that small 

classes helped them interact with the professors more.  However, even the 

students who preferred small classes found the large size of the university 

beneficial.  They appreciated the opportunity to take small classes while enjoying 

the benefits provided by a large university, such as more classes to choose from, 

numerous student organizations, and the large alumni association.  Furthermore, 

they felt that large universities have more alumni that contribute money to the 

university, resulting in more services for students. 

At a large university there are more people, more opportunities, and 

just a wider range of things to do on campus rather than just one single 

group or one organization. The size of the university makes it possible to 

change organizations, majors, or even degree programs if necessary.  “I’m used 

to a big city with a lot of people around me, so U.T. has a lot of people here, and 

that was one reason I chose it.  Just if students see the school, they’d be interested 

a lot more.  Just the size of it…so many people come here.  I wrote down on a 

card “large university” because in case I ever get bored with my major, I can 

switch to just about any major, because there (are) so many different majors that 

are offered here, so many different programs.  I’m comfortable with all my 

engineering classes.  Some are pretty big, like a hundred (students) or so.”   
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I knew I was going to get that small environment in the classes.  Large 

size often was not intimidating for students because they would be placed in small 

classes through Connexus.  “The size of the university wasn’t an issue for me, so 

no, it wasn’t (influential).  I knew I was going to get that small environment in the 

classes.  I wanted more one on one (attention).  I wanted to get to know all my 

professors.  I haven’t taken any small classes…many of the Connexus classes, 

because of my major, but yeah, I do prefer the small classes to the larger classes 

because you get more one on one time with the teacher.  Sometimes in a large 

class it’s hard to understand, if you’re in the back, what the professor’s trying to 

say.  It’s difficult to get a good seat at times.”

I didn’t want to go to a large university at first. The large size was a 

negative factor for some students, but they eventually got used to the large 

campus.  I was going to go to a smaller university because I came from a small 

town and I like to get to know people through small classes and stuff.  So the 

large university kind of discouraged me from coming here at first.  Actually it was 

a negative factor.  But I came and visited and it was nice, it was beautiful.  It was 

a nice campus.  If it were big and trashy, then I wouldn’t want to go.  At first 

when I came it was so huge, so many people, but now I’m used to it.” 

It was kind of like a positive and a negative. The large size has its 

advantages and disadvantages.  “It was positive because it had more resources…a 
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lot more.  But the negative I guess would be getting used to the large size was 

more of an adjustment.  “(With small classes) sometimes it feels like you’re still 

in high school.  You don’t have the college mentality.” 

4. Prestige

The students were strongly influenced by the prestigious reputation of the 

university.  Several respondents chose U.T. Austin because their department was 

rated one of the best in the nation.  In many cases, they associated the large size of 

the university with prestige.  Some students said their families and high school 

counselors were impressed with the prestige of U.T. Austin as well.  In fact, some 

students felt an especially strong desire to succeed at a prestigious institution 

because they were the first in their communities to attend a school with a strong 

reputation.  In some cases, attending a top university helped the students to push 

themselves to conquer their biggest challenges.

I want to be from a school that is nationally recognized.  The fact that 

many of U.T. Austin’s departments rank in the top ten in the nation influenced 

some students to choose to go there.  “The fact that this was number nine in the 

nation, it was a very big factor for me, when I decided to apply here, because a lot 

of times it was between (Texas) A & M and Prairie View (A & M) and U.T. 

(Austin), and U.T. is number one in this area, so I definitely wanted to go to U.T.  

I read somewhere that U.T. was on the top ten universities in the U.S.  Also, their 
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engineering program was somewhere in the top ten.  The engineering program 

was ranked high, and the reputation of the school was high.”   

At the school in my hometown, the reputation’s not as strong as U.T.

Even though some respondents wanted to stay close to home, they chose U.T. 

because of the prestige.  “Whenever I tell people I came to U.T., everybody’s 

surprised and proud, because not a lot of people take that step.  Being Hispanic, 

it’s uncommon for someone to leave to get a college education.  And the 

University of Texas is a very prestigious school compared to other schools at 

home.  I also got accepted to Lubbock Christian and Stephen F. Austin (State 

University).  They didn’t really have much prestige.  They were more like party 

schools.

(The fact that) U.T. is a difficult school to get into can give you an edge 

over other people from other schools that are not as prestigious.  (El Paso has) 

U.T.E.P. (the University of Texas at El Paso) there, and U.T.E.P. (is) not one of 

the greatest schools.  (My friends) told me, ‘No, you go to U.T. Austin.  You’re 

(going to) be more likely to be hired just from the fact you went to U.T.’  I never 

looked into the (department)…just the reputation (of U.T.)  You wouldn’t choose 

from S.F.A. or Sam Houston (State University).  This is U.T., the heart of Texas. 

After I logged on the website, I told friends that I wanted to come here, 

and they said, ‘Oh that’s a good school.  You’re going to have a lot of fun.  You’ll 
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get a great education.’  I always heard good things about U.T.  It’s big, it’s 

Austin, good football team, it’s very challenging, and you’re more likely to get a 

better job if you come here.  I heard good things about it.”   

I like to be better than average. Going to a top university challenges the 

individual and pushes him or her to excel.  “I talked to Dr. Faulkner, and a lot of 

people who are really prestigious went here and they graduated from here.  And 

then Barbara Jordan was in a school right down the street from our school, and 

she graduated (from) here out of liberal arts.  My parents (said), ‘It’s a good 

school.  You know, it’s not a school that will just let you get by.’  I like to be 

challenged a little bit.  I don’t like things to just come easy to me.  

I’ve always tried to be on top.  I’m abnormal.  I’m not a typical kid.  I’ve 

always seeked out to do something that challenges me, no matter what I have to 

do.  It’s just outrageous.  I like to experiment.  I don’t like to just go through 

something I see as easy.  I’m not that kind of person.  I get bored easily.” 

5. Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship/Longhorn Scholars Program

The respondents felt that they could not choose U.T. without the financial, 

academic, and social support offered by the Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship 

(LOS) and the Longhorn Scholars Program.  Because their schools did not 

prepare them academically for the rigorous curriculum of U.T. Austin, Connexus 

helped them make up their academic deficiencies.  Moreover, the small classes 
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offered by the Longhorn Scholars Program helped some students settle into the 

university.  Although they appreciated the large size of the university, the small 

classes offered by Longhorn Scholars Program eased the transition from high 

school to college.  Although not all the students used the professional tutoring 

services provided by the Longhorn Scholars Program, they still used peer tutoring 

available to all students.  Some of the students had contacted the peer mentor 

provided by the program.  Furthermore, the financial aid offered by LOS helped 

the students attend U.T.  Some students received $4,000 per year while other 

received $5,000.  Although the scholarship did not pay all their expenses, it eased 

their financial burden considerably. 

(The money) helps me a lot.  The financial aid offered by LOS was often 

the deal breaker in which college the students chose.  “Oh, goodness, yeah, the 

$20,000.  It’s not enough, but…it’s $20,000 over the course of four years.  So it’s 

$5,000 a year.  $2,500 a semester, I think.  I got a partial scholarship.  I don’t have 

the full scholarship, but it did help me a lot.  I received $20,000 over four years, 

and that helps a lot, but I have to take out a loan to meet the rest of the funding.  I 

have two more scholarships, outside of U.T., and I have two local ones.  It helps 

with my tuition.  It pays off all my tuition, and then I have a little bit left, and I 

still have to pay for my apartment and books and things like that, but it’s a big 

help.  That was another big factor, because my parents just bought a house.  They 
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didn’t have any money saved up for me, so most of the money I’m using right 

now is from scholarships.

(LOS covered) everything except housing.  I could still take out loans and 

other scholarships, but those scholarships really don’t pay me much.  This pays 

most of my expenses.  This is my main one.  It was probably the biggest 

scholarship I got…one of the biggest scholarships.  Because my mom has six kids 

and I already knew that, ‘Okay if you go to college, you’re (going to) have to get 

a scholarship.’  And so, I had previous scholarships, but LOS was the most 

expensive that I received.  I don’t think it would have been possible to come to 

U.T. without it, so it was definitely important.  

It was helpful, yes.  Because I got the money, that’s the only reason I came 

here.  Since I got the scholarship, I knew that’s going to help me.   I was going to 

stay someplace in Dallas, maybe like Northwood, or U.T. Arlington, but since 

(U.T. Austin) offered me money, that’s why I decided to come here.

If (U.T.) gave more money, it would be easier for students to come out 

here.  Maybe they could include a few more schools, because not a lot of people 

know too much about schools like U.T.  We never had anybody come visit us.  I 

went to the Longhorn Lock-In last year, and I think they had more activities.  

Some of my friends say they applied for LOS and didn’t get it, so I guess more 

scholarships couldn’t hurt.  It would help more people come.  I don’t think they 
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have enough money to just offer people free rides, or anything, but the money 

they offer is very, very helpful.  It’s enough.  I think it’s pretty good, the classes, 

the counseling, the money.” 

(Connexus) gives you 25 hours of free tutoring. The academic support 

provided by Connexus via the Longhorn Scholars Program allows LOS students 

who may not be prepared academically to succeed at the university.  “Right now I 

use the Connexus tutoring.  So, that’s a big help.  As a first year engineering 

student, you also get a lot of tutoring from them.  You get a mentor, things like 

that, so that’s also a big support system.  Normally, you have to pay (tutors) by 

the hour.  Connexus gives you twenty five hours (of tutoring) for free.  That’s for 

a personal tutor, so I think that helps.   

I go to UTLC (University of Texas Learning Center), and they help a lot 

with my calculus homework, and also if you can’t get help there, you can always 

go to Jester (a dormitory), and they help you.  I have my math class with maybe 

20 people.  I’m picking up on it really well.  And then there’s my biology class.  

Even though there (are) a hundred and some people in there, I still know what’s 

going on, because I take time and go to tutoring and try to understand.  

So far, my tutoring for calculus and my tutoring for chemistry has helped.  

I’m in the engineering program, we get peer tutoring from Jester City Limits.  

And from Connexus, you get the one on one tutoring.  I’m not sure if it’s 
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professional or not.  They’re students, I think.  Even Connexus by itself is very 

helpful.  It gives a lot of support; it gives you all kinds of extra tutoring.  We get 

25 hours of free tutoring, and I have taken advantage of that.  And I like 

(Connexus advisor) Dr. Schumaker.  She said (Connexus) can help random 

students with any subject, but I think it’s mainly writing.  And so, Connexus

offered me an appointment with her, and I took it, and she was really helpful.” 

You get to register ahead of everyone else. Early registration provided 

by the Longhorn Scholars Program allowed students to get the classes they 

wanted.  “For orientation we just registered like the day before everyone else 

registered, so I didn’t have to register the last day of registration.  I get all the 

classes I want, when I want.  You have first choice in whatever you want.  That 

really helps.  So the early registration sort of guarantees I’ll get my classes.

The (early) registration’s just great!  And you don’t have to worry about it 

or forget to register on your date.  They go ahead, and they make an appointment 

with you to pick the classes, and they tell you if you get into it or not.  They get 

you in, and all you have to do is pay for it.  You don’t have to worry about, 

‘Okay, can I take this class?  What should I do?’  Your academic advisor tells you 

which classes you need to take at this time.  And he tells you if that would be too 

much, if that would be too many hours for you.  Then all you do is take that paper 

to Connexus and they fix your schedule.  So it’s really good for me because I’m 
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not a person that sits down and (says) ‘Okay, what am I going to take?  I’ll take 

all these classes at one time.’  I got all the classes I wanted (on) the first try.  I 

didn’t hesitate at all.  Now like my roommate, she’s just now registering.  She’s 

having trouble finding some of the classes that she wants.  I didn’t…I got them on 

the first try.”

I wanted to be one on one with the teachers. Connexus, via the 

Longhorn Scholars Program, guarantees small classes so that the students can 

develop positive relationships with their professors.  “I have friends who have the 

same Chemistry 301 class that I have, with different teachers, and their classes 

have like 500 students and mine has 35.  So, I understand them a lot more 

(easily).  I find myself teaching them stuff that they should have learned in class.  

Mine are smaller and more one on one.  My experience has been great so far.  I 

like my classes.  They’re smaller.  I’m adjusting to college life easier.  I mean if I 

was in a five hundred person class, it would be a little harder for me to adjust.   

I’ve done better in almost all the Connexus classes than the regular 

classes.  I think because it’s smaller classes it’s easier to communicate with the 

professor.  I think they’re a little bit more helpful than a regular class where you 

have three hundred plus people, and it’s difficult and almost intimidating to try to 

get closer to the professor.  In Connexus classes the professor’s able to match a 

name with a face.  (With a big class) I think it would have been a lot harder to 
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have a relationship with a professor.  Based on my bigger classes, the regular 

classes I’ve taken, I haven’t developed a relationship with any of the professors.  

Compared to my Connexus classes, I haven’t.  

I don’t know if it’s just the Connexus classes, but it’s always been 

manageable.  I’ve always been able to manage my time.  I’ve never had one class 

with just an overload of work where I couldn’t deal with my other classes.  I think 

everything’s been very balanced and helpful in the Connexus classes.  And even 

in my outside Connexus courses, I think it’s always been manageable.  It’s a very 

helpful program.  It makes it easier to continue in college, like it would have been 

harder for me had I taken the regular courses in huge classes.” 

They pay more attention to me than if I was a regular U.T. student.

Students benefited from the extra attention and advising they received from 

administrators and staff through Connexus via the Longhorn Scholars Program.  

“The support is like counseling.  Whenever you want to go talk to them, they’re 

there.  Yeah, and I like the advisors.  You just go talk to them whenever you need 

something.  You know, we can go print in the (Connexus) office if we need to.  I 

don’t have a printer, so that’s pretty convenient instead of paying; like here, I can 

go and print my stuff off for free for classes and stuff.  It was a bonus.  This was 

my number one choice, and at first, I didn’t know anything about the Longhorn 
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Scholars Program when I first applied to come to U.T.  It was afterwards I found 

out about it.”

6. Diversity

The respondents felt that U.T. Austin represented a varied and 

multicultural student body.  They felt comfortable at U.T. because many different 

cultures are represented.  The respondents, who attended primarily Hispanic or 

African American high schools, felt that it was important to be exposed to people 

of different cultures.  For that reason, they chose to attend U.T. rather than 

HBCUs or other universities with primarily homogeneous student populations.  

While some respondents preferred to interact primarily with their own ethnic 

group, others had friends that represented different cultures.  Even the students 

who preferred to interact with their own ethnic group, however, appreciated the 

diversity of the university.  They stated that the diversity of U.T. made them more 

comfortable and helped them appreciate people of different cultures.  They 

understood that they would have to interact with diverse cultures after finishing 

school, and U.T. Austin helped them ease into that transition.  

I wanted to come to a college where there were other ethnicities.  

Because most respondents attended primarily African American or Hispanic high 

schools, they welcomed the opportunity to experience different cultures at U.T. 

Austin.   “In my high school, the population was mainly African American, like 
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myself.  There were other races up here (in Austin).  When you go to the real 

world there are going to be other people beside you of different ethnicities.  I just 

wanted to be exposed to that.  So, yes, (diversity) was a big factor in my decision 

to come here.  You see different kinds of people.  Being that Houston is diverse, it 

had all kinds of people, so U.T. has the same diversity.

When I went to elementary and middle school it was a mixture (of races).  

(There were) Caucasians everywhere.  In high school I went to an all black school 

and it was an eye-opener.  I knew how to talk to other people.  You know, I’m 

just not narrow-minded or anything because I went to middle school and 

elementary (school) with different races, so it wasn’t much of a big deal.  It’s just 

that in all my classes, it depends who I’m sitting next to.  That’s who I’m talking 

to.  It’s everything from African Americans to…I do have some Hispanic friends 

too.  Some are white also.  It’s no problem here.  I haven’t encountered (any) 

racism, or anything like that.  Every race is here (at U.T.).  I love it here.

What really made me come here?  Like I said, my first choice was 

Southwest Texas State University, and I’m not saying I don’t like HBCUs, but it’s 

just that I went to an all white school when I was in private school, and then I 

transferred to HISD (Houston Independent School District), and my HISD school 

was 97% African American.  And so, when I graduated, I graduated number five, 

but I could have been taught more, and so in my junior and senior year I really 
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slacked off, but I still ended up graduating number five.  Whereas when you go to 

a school that’s not majority your race you have to compete with the majority, so I 

think you kind of have to get outside of that little circle.  I like being around 

different people.  We didn’t get to know other cultures.  We didn’t see others.  I 

think that made us like not be open to other things.  Here you see every different 

person.”

(Being a minority) just makes me want to try har der, so I don’t stand 

out. In some cases, students felt U.T. needs more ethnic diversity and sensitivity 

towards their cultures.  “It’s not very common for people from my neighborhood 

or my school to come to this school.  Most people lean towards the University of 

Houston or one of the local community colleges.  But I had heard about it, and I 

wanted to do something different.  I think only five students from the school came 

to U.T., and they’re all Hispanic.  I think they could run more events, like for the 

incoming freshmen at freshman orientation.  Not for minorities only, but some 

kind of event.  Most of the people on campus here are white or Asian.  That’s a 

huge culture clash for me.  I would love to see more African American students 

up here.  I think that we are greatly outnumbered, and it’s a great university, and it 

would be a great experience for more African American students to come out 

here.  I think that U.T. should reach out more to the urban school districts.  I‘d 

like to see more minorities, not just African Americans, but Hispanics, Asians, all 
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different kinds of minorities up here.  I think society is more diverse than this 

school. 

I like (the Top Ten Percent Plan), because it helps the school stay diverse.  

If you’re a top ten student in a Texas school then you’ll get into the U.T. system.  

So I like it for that factor.  The only thing about it I don’t like is top ten in 

different schools means different things, so just because you’re top ten in one 

school doesn’t mean if you go to this next school you’ll be top ten over there.  But 

I guess there isn’t a way to factor it out so to help it be more even.  Maybe if all 

the schools were a little more evened out, then that would help too, but I like the 

Top Ten Percent Plan, because it keeps diversity inside the school.”  

I didn’t want to go somewhere where they didn’t have any Hispanics 

at all.  Students feel comfortable at U.T. because they see others like them.  “Like 

I said about football, (diversity is) just another plus, not a big factor.  Most of my 

friends are Hispanic.  I wanted to stay with Hispanics, but I also wanted to meet 

other people from other cultures.  I think (my parents) wanted me to go out and 

learn about other cultures.  They’ve mentioned it recently.  They’re glad I’m 

getting to see more than just Hispanics.  And not only was just my high school 

Hispanic, but the entire, whole city of El Paso is 90% Hispanic, so you don’t see 

many other races and cultures at all.  It’s better (at U.T.) because where I came 

from, the school that I went to was the same ethnicity and I didn’t see any 
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different cultures, but when I came out here it became a more positive thing. It 

doesn’t bother me anymore.” 

They’re trying to diversify the school.  Students appreciate the effort 

U.T. is making to increase diversity.  “I know that the majority is white, and I 

know they’re trying to diversify it up.  In Connexus, it’s mostly Hispanics, 

African Americans, or Asian Americans, and that’s what I noticed, so that’s what 

the school is trying to do.  I think they are (culturally sensitive), and I don’t see a 

majority number of anyone in this school.  It’s pretty well proportioned.  I feel 

pretty comfortable.  I feel like my professors (and) students haven’t been rude.  I 

think the university’s doing a good job.  I’m happy with the diversity.

My experience has been great.  One thing that threw me off about this 

school which I came to see that ’s not true (was that) one teacher at my high 

school told me that it was a very racist school.  And I haven’t experienced it yet, 

and I hope I don’t.  She told me to expect racism because it’s predominantly 

white, but I don’t see it that way.  Maybe it’s not where exactly everybody’s 

equal, but they try to treat everybody equal.  It’s pretty positive.  At this point it

hasn’t been negative.  That’s what I like about it.  It’s a great experience.”

7. Social Life

This affinity represented the extracurricular activities available to students, 

such as student organizations, athletics, and the social climate of Austin (such as 
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Sixth Street) in general.  Even the students who had not yet participated in 

extracurricular activities due to the lack of time, still planned to participate in 

student organizations later.  

It’s not a small town where there’s nothing to do. The environment of 

Austin, with Sixth Street and the music scene, offers variety in one’s social life. 

“The social life, like Sixth Street, frat parties, and all that.  Yeah, that played a 

good reason for choosing to come here.  You’ll find something to do on the 

weekends.” 

There’s a lot of clubs, a lot of them I didn’t even expect. Students were 

surprised and appreciative of the large numbers of student organizations at U.T. 

Austin.  “It was definitely important knowing there were over 1000 different 

organizations and culture clubs, and just anything in general.  By school or by 

program, there are a lot of things.   There are not many African Americans (at 

U.T.), and I think it’s nice to have organizations where we can all come together, 

and recognize our numbers ourselves.  Because when you walk on our campus 

you don’t see very many African Americans, so once you go to the organizations 

you see other African Americans here.  I’m in the African American Culture 

Committee, and I’m in the Equal Opportunity Program.  I go to the clubs and all, 

but a lot of African Americans hang out at Jester, so I go hang out at Jester, also.     
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Well, I’m pretty satisfied with my choice.  I’d say go and join some clubs, 

because classes aren’t everything.  It’s really fun to be in all these clubs.  I’m in 

the MACC, the Mexican American Culture Committee.  I’m pledging a fraternity.  

I was in a fraternity in high school.  And I liked it in high school.  It’s a good 

experience, so I’m looking forward to that next year.  

I didn’t expect this many clubs.  I’m involved in IEE Communications 

Society, and Formula SAE.  One is an engineering racing car club, and we race 

every Saturday.  And every Sunday, the communications society meets.  It’s like 

network security.”

I have some friends who are also Connexus scholars. Several LOS 

recipients said that the best friends they have made at U.T. so far were fellow 

Connexus participants.  “(Connexus has) events they put together for anyone 

who’s in the scholarship program.  Like tonight, they have a gathering, so I’m 

going to that.  They have a lot of meetings and stuff.  I’m going to (join clubs) 

next year.  They were at my high school, too.  I connected with a lot of people 

from back home that I wouldn’t have known. 

It’s like pretty cool because you can see people in your class who you 

didn’t know before you got here.  (You say) ‘I know you.’  And so after a while, 

when I’m stuck on a problem, I call her and say, ‘Remember me from such and 

such class?’  It’s good to see someone that you know, because if you don’t learn 
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something from a teacher, or you don’t get it from a tutor, you can call someone 

who’s in a class with you and they might have understood it better than you did, 

and vice versa.

As for the social aspect, I had two friends from my school who did come 

here.  So we talk all the time.  She told me she was coming here and (I said), 

‘Yeah, we have somebody there with us.’  That really helped both of us, like, we 

know a friendly face.”

8. Encouragement/Support from Inner Circle

Most of the respondents were influenced by family members and/or high 

school counselors in their decision to attend U.T. Austin.  Because some students 

were the first in their families to attend college, they received extra 

encouragement from family members who wanted them to succeed.  Although 

some family members were apprehensive about sending their son or daughter far 

away to college, they supported their decision to attend U.T.  While some students 

received no support from high school teachers or counselors, others received 

encouragement from them, especially when their counselors recognized how the 

Ten Percent Plan and the Longhorn Scholars Program could help students from 

under-represented high schools attend a prestigious university.

If it weren’t for my family, I wouldn’t be here. Although many family 

members and students found the long distance from home difficult, family 
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members supported their sons and daughters to come to U.T. Austin.  “(My 

family) would have rather had me stay at home, because all my family lives in 

Houston, so they would have rather had me stay at home.  But they supported me 

to come out here.  It’s got opportunities.  They’re okay now that I’m here.  They 

definitely pushed me to come here, especially my dad.  I’m the oldest, and the 

first to go to college.  My father has a Mexican degree.  I was born over there.  

And my mom has a high school education.  It’s just me and my sister (going to 

college), and I’m the oldest. 

“(My family) would have supported whatever school I chose.  They didn’t 

really care which school I went to or how big or small it was.  They just cared 

whether the academic programs were good.  Every member of my immediate 

family was very supportive and encouraging, and I have a brother who was 

already here, so that was also a factor.  My family appreciated the fact that I 

would be with somebody from my family here and be familiar with the city, 

rather than go to someplace I’d never been to before and not knowing anybody.”

My teacher in high school had a big influence on me. For some

students, high school teachers offered more encouragement than parents.  “(My 

high school teacher) was a great teacher.  She helped me through hard times, and I 

guess I’m kind of taking on her role, because she influenced me so much.  Also, I 
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liked English.  It was one of my top grades in high school.  I decided I might as 

well pursue a career that I liked.  I liked English.

I had one teacher that was a U.T. grad in my high school, who encouraged 

me to come here.  She said she loved it.  The teacher that came here and my 

counselor, they’re always (saying) good things about (the university).  And when 

my other teachers found out that I was coming, they were really glad, because it’s 

a good school, and they (said), ‘Yeah, you’re going to be good.’

One of my teachers, she wanted me to come here since my first year of 

high school started.  She was always trying to help me in any way.  She said, ‘Be 

sure to apply to U.T. Austin.  It’s a great school.’  It’s one of the greatest schools 

in Texas.  It’s rated number one.  She was a great influence on me coming here.  

And also my counselors, when I told them about coming here, they (said), ‘It’s a 

great school.  That should be your number one choice.’  Which it was.    

I had teachers who wanted me to go to private schools.  Most of my 

teachers wanted me to go to a small school because of the fact that at my high 

school, I wasn’t as prepared to come here to such a large university as other 

students, so they wanted me to start at a smaller school and then go up.  But it was 

strictly my choice.  They were supportive.  They (said), whatever I decided, they 

would back it up, but it was largely me who wanted to come here.  Everyone else 

(said), “Well we support you, if that’s what you decide you want to do.”
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My counselor was really adamant. Sometimes, a high school counselor 

was the motivating force in addition to or in place of teachers and parents.  

“Actually, the teachers really wanted me to go to the other university, which was 

the other school I got into.  Because if you go there, you minor in mathematics 

and that’s my favorite subject.  And (the teachers said) Dillard University is kind 

of a black school, so they referred me to HBCUs, of course.  My high school 

counselor motivated me.  She just said there (are) more opportunities (in Austin) 

because it’s a larger city.  There (are) more things to be exposed to.  She 

graduated from here, and she (said), ‘Yeah, go to U.T.!’  So she really got us 

together with the Longhorn Scholars Program.  She (said), ‘Not many students 

come here.  They get discouraged because it’s a hard school to get into.’  So she 

(said), ‘You should think about it.’  So I took a tour here and I really liked it.  My 

counselor really pushed me, because her daughter came here too, and she thought 

it’s a good school.  Besides my counselor, everyone (said), ‘It’s a hard school, so 

if you graduate from there, you’ll be number one, you’ll be popular.’  ”

I’m a first-generation student. First-generation students received mixed 

support from family and friends.  Some received extra support because they were 

the first to go to college.  With others, family members and friends did not know 

how to support them.  “None of my family went to U.T. Austin.  On my mother’s 

side, I’m the first (to go to college).  On my dad’s side, my dad was the first one.  
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I came from a real low-income school and (the teachers and counselors) didn’t 

care.  I never even went to see my counselors.  That’s how bad they were.  I took 

care of my own problems.  When I needed something, I took care of it myself.”

(My parents, teachers or counselors) preferred U.T. over the other 

schools. Often, a student’s parents, teachers, or counselors preferred U.T. 

because they perceived that it would make the student a stronger person.  “I think 

they would have been supportive of any school, but I think they encouraged me to 

come here because it was a stronger school.  The other schools weren’t as strong.  

I guess they wanted me to get a chance to be out on my own, to learn 

responsibility, and to meet new people, and just to get away for a while to go 

become more mature and more independent.”

Summary of Findings for Freshman LOS Recipients (Focus Choice)

The focus group of freshman LOS recipients identified eight affinities that 

influenced their decision to choose U.T. Austin as their undergraduate institution.  

These affinities included career opportunities, location, large size, prestige, the 

Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship (LOS)/Longhorn Scholars Program, diversity, 

social life, and encouragement from inner circle.  As discussed in Chapter II, a 

U.T. Austin survey of traditional students (Hanson et al, 1998) found that the 

main reasons students chose U.T. Austin were the academic programs and majors, 

prestige, location, and social climate.  Like the traditional students, the LOS 
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freshmen found the quality of education, prestige, location and social climate 

equally important.  However, since all the students were members of an ethnic 

minority group, family preferences, diversity and financial aid also played large 

roles as expected.  For most of the LOS students in the study, the money offered 

by the scholarship proved to be the difference in whether they could choose U.T. 

or not, since most of these students and their families did not have the financial 

resources to pay the tuition themselves.  Although the freshman LOS recipients 

appreciated the support offered by the Longhorn Scholars Program as well, many 

students were unaware of the support programs when they initially applied to U.T. 

Austin.  The financial aid appeared to be the main reason they chose U.T. Austin.  

Senior LOS Respondents (Focus Persistence)

Like the freshmen, the seniors identified eight affinities as factors that 

affected their persistence at the University of Texas at Austin.  These affinities are 

summarized in Table 4.04.
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Table 4.04:  Focus Group Affinities—Senior (Persistence) LOS Respondents 

Affinity Descriptors
1.  Longhorn 
Opportunity 
Scholarship/Longhorn 
Scholars Program

Financial aid; Connexus; good advisors; small classes; 
peer mentoring.

2.  Good Professors Ability to know professors due to small classes.
3.  Social Life School organizations; clubs; networking. 
4.  Leadership Officers of clubs; role models for friends, families, and 

others.
5.  Career 
Opportunities

Internships; co-ops; recruiting; lots of companies in 
Austin; jobs on campus.

6.  Prestige Quality of the university; quality of academic 
departments; national reputation.

7.  Support from 
Family and Friends

Moral support from family and friends at home.

8.  Self-Motivation Perseverance, faith, religious beliefs, self-confidence, 
ability to overcome barriers.

The results for the senior (persistence) focus group are organized in the same 

manner as the results for the freshman (choice) focus group.  After the senior 

(persistence) focus group identified the eight affinities above, the researcher 

divided those affinities into smaller units called sub-affinities.  The following 

section presents a description of each affinity, followed by descriptions of several 

sub-affinities.  Like the results for the freshman (choice) focus group, the sub-

affinities for the senior (persistence) focus group are presented in the following 

format:  1) the first quote, presented in bold, comes directly from an interview and 

defines the sub-affinity in the voice of a participant, 2) the second quote, 
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presented in italics, briefly defines the sub-affinity in the researcher’s voice, and 

3) the remaining quotes, which are a composite of quotes from various interviews, 

finish defining the sub-affinity in detail.

1. Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship/Longhorn Scholars Program

The respondents felt that the financial, academic, and social support 

offered by the Longhorn Scholars Program, as well as the financial aid from the

Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship (LOS), helped them persist at U.T.  They 

found the financial aid crucial in their persistence.  Even though the scholarship 

did not pay for all of their expenses, it eased their financial burdens considerably.  

The students also benefited from Connexus and their advisors.  Because their 

schools did not prepare them academically for the rigorous curriculum of U.T. 

Austin, Connexus helped them make up their academic deficiencies.  

Furthermore, they found the pre-registration and small classes helpful.  While the 

pre-registration got them into their classes, the small classes helped them learn the 

material better and enhanced their relationships with their professors.  Advisors 

also helped them take the classes they needed to succeed.

I think it was just awesome to know that I was going to have my 

tuition paid for.  The financial aid provided by LOS ameliorated the financial 

burdens of students and their families, allowing students to concentrate on school 

instead of working.  “The scholarship was a really big help for me all four years, 
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especially financially.  I think it was a really big factor because there are a lot of 

people I know that are trying to work at the same time and go to school at the 

same time, and trying to balance both school and work, and it’s difficult.  I think 

financial aid played a big part in allowing me to concentrate on my school without 

worrying too much about money.  I think that took a lot of worry off of how much 

I paid for tuition, and (because) I didn’t have to worry about that, and because it 

was paid, I was motivated to come back.  Without it, I wouldn’t be able to come 

to U.T., (because) it pays a lot of the tuition.  So it helped me stay, because of the 

scholarship.  I don’t get grants or anything.  I only get the Perkins Loan and the 

Stafford Loan, but I didn’t use them my first two years.  Out of necessity, I had to 

use them during the second semester of my junior year.

My parents are financially unable to support me through college.  I was 

able to secure an AFROTC scholarship that paid for tuition only.  This allowed 

me to spend the money on room and board.  Without LOS I would not have been 

able to attend U.T. because of the high costs of college.  I really needed money to 

go to this school, so it really made a huge influence on my decision to come to 

U.T.  I know that no one else is going to pay for my education and I had to persist 

to keep one of my financial aid sources.

(The LOS) helps me out a lot.  If it hadn’t been for LOS, I probably 

wouldn’t have come here, because that’s the scholarship I came in on.  I had some 
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other scholarships from home, but the actual U.T. scholarship helped me out a lot.  

It usually pays for my tuition, and then my Pell grant usually pays for my housing 

and things, but through LOS I found out about another scholarship called the 

Rappoport Scholarship.  So now with those two scholarships, basically it takes 

care of everything.  My mother has never had to pay a penny, and more than 

likely she couldn’t anyway.”  

I love Connexus classes, because they are smaller and more personal.  

Students felt that the small classes provided by Connexus helped them get to know 

their professors, and as a result, learn the material better.  “Connexus was really 

good in helping me decide which classes to take.  I’m a double major with 

accounting and psychology, so a lot of things I had to get meshed together.  So, 

they were helpful in taking classes that were going to count towards both degrees 

that would fulfill both requirements.  If you took a Connexus class it was really 

small, so when I first came here I wanted small classes, just because it was 

intimidating to come to big classes.  Connexus guaranteed those small classes and 

they even registered for you before anybody else really, so that was great.  And 

the classes that they offer are taught by really good professors in smaller settings, 

so it won’t intimidate you as much, and that helps a lot.  The professors are really 

trying to help you.  Most of the (Connexus) classes are basic.  You take them 

during your freshman and sophomore years, so they don’t go into your major.  
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But the classes are still small, so if they went into my major they are still small, 

because (the college of education) isn’t a big college, like business or engineering.

Well the advisors and Connexus help a lot in making your schedule, 

deciding what classes to take, and making sure you take enough hours, or not too 

many, to make it easier for you during the semester.   Socially, I met a lot of 

people through Connexus, and the advisors always gave good advice.  And I 

know a big part of the people who receive the scholarship are first-generation 

college students.  So I think they should keep having more…I know they just 

started last year a mentoring program for students from high school.  I really 

didn’t know anything about U.T. or campus life, or anything when I was in high 

school, but when they started that mentoring program with students in high 

school, that helps a lot, and as you continue to do that, there are going to be a lot 

of first-generation college students, and they need a lot of advice.

Just the different connections they offer from the first and the second year, 

like the smaller classes, helped me know more people, and get acquainted with 

my professors.  So…those first two years (were) very important, because I was 

just able to get to know a lot of people.  I was able to get connections.  I was able 

to communicate with my professors one on one, because of the smaller classes.  

And once I got to my junior year, I didn’t even really have larger classes, because 

I was going into my major, so it was like I never really (had large classes.)  I came 
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from a small high school, so that transition was much better for me.  Just having 

that comfort level helped me stay here at U.T.  Also the friendly atmosphere of 

the people when you walk into the (Connexus) office helps.  You can come in 

anytime and just talk to them and they’ll be willing to help.  They have different 

connections to everything.  If you have an issue or anything they know where to 

direct you.  Also now that I’m the Chair for Recruitment and Retention, it’s a 

good office, because they work with all the under-represented schools around 

Texas.  By having that position, I’m able to talk to them and make connections.  

So, it helps me out more, which is a good opportunity, but I wouldn’t know of 

those opportunities without LOS.”  

We get to register early.  Since LOS students are registered early by 

Connexus, they get almost all the classes they want.  “In the freshman and 

sophomore years, they register you.  We basically get all the classes we want, 

because of the scholarship.  (Early registration) made sure I got classes with good 

professors.  That’s a really big part in helping us succeed.  I get classes with good 

professors that will help during the semester, and will help us understand more 

with our work, and stuff.  I felt special when I found out we were top of the line 

for registration.

I think those were really huge factors because when you’re a freshman, 

you’re the last to register, and so, it’s always a benefit to get the classes you want.  
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And Connexus allows us to register first, so we could get all the classes we 

wanted at the times we wanted, and that was convenient to us.  So I think that for 

the transition between high school and college, that helped out a lot, to at least 

make that part easier.  In my high school, they concentrated on the TAAS test 

instead of on the SAT or college courses, and so, I felt like I was not prepared 

enough for college.  Because I feel like I was not prepared to go to such a big 

university, having services such as tutoring, Connexus, pre-registration, and 

advising made it much easier.”

2. Good Professors

The students felt that good professors added to their positive experience 

at U.T.  Others felt that caring teaching assistants helped them learn the material 

in their classes.  While the students did not necessarily socialize with their 

professors, they felt that their smaller classes made the professors more 

accessible.  Some students said that they received encouragement from faculty 

members or teaching assistants.  The encouragement offered by supportive 

professors helped them persist.  Furthermore, the students felt that having good 

professors would benefit them after graduation, because they had learned the 

material well in their classes.

All my teachers knew me by my name.  Due to their small classes, LOS 

seniors were able to know their professors well enough to feel comfortable asking 
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for help.  “I think (small classes) helped me know the professors better.  Also, 

eventually, I could get letters of recommendation, which helps in career 

opportunities.  Because when you’re in a big class, you don’t know the professor 

one on one really.  So when they give you a letter of recommendation, it’s not as 

personal as you would need.  So I think that helps with getting internships and 

other scholarships.  In my freshman year, I didn’t feel comfortable so I didn’t talk 

to them, but when I was a sophomore, I started getting to know them.  Sometimes 

now, I just e-mail them and talk to them about my grades and stuff, (because) you 

know, they’re not my teacher anymore.  But yeah, when you’re in class it gives 

you a chance to know them.  I wasn’t just a social security number or just a 

number in the class.  They knew my name.  In the past with Connexus, they made 

us take EDP classes (educational psychology), and one professor helped me a lot, 

and I talked to him for my first two years.  We lost contact, but several professors, 

and not just professors, but several mentors, like J.P., the Connexus advisor, he’s 

been a big mentor also.  I changed professors and so you kind of lose contact.  

When I do have them they’re very helpful in looking ahead career wise, like how 

is this class going to help me in the future, and just advice like that.  I wasn’t even 

an accounting major before I met one of my professors.

I think I’m able to talk to (the professors) more openly.  I’ve never been 

scared to approach my professors, because of the way they approach the entire 



120

class.  So, I always felt comfortable with approaching them.  I always felt like I 

could talk to them about anything.  That’s just because of the type of attitude that 

they brought the first time we all met as a class.  And besides that, I don’t know if 

it’s the way I was raised or whatever, (but) I have a higher respect for them, so 

just the whole professor-student relationship was kind of different because a lot of 

people around me talk to them like they talk to their friends.  But I could never do 

that.  I’m a senior now and I still can’t do that.  But it also kind of creates a barrier 

between the professors (and I), because I always feel I have to talk to them at a 

certain level, but they come and they say a lot of things to me and I understand.  

Like right now, I have a professor…I didn’t do too well on the first test, and I told 

her, and she basically said that I didn’t come to class every day, and she explained 

the notes to me for each class day.  She didn’t have to do that.  So I think just by 

having those smaller classes from LOS, now that I’m a senior, I can go approach 

my teachers and ask things like that.

U.T. by itself is an awesome university, but the excellent professors make 

it a prestigious one.  I kept in mind that if I were to graduate from U.T., I would 

also get prestigious recognition and that kept my spirit for graduation alive.  Good 

professors make a difference, because they are hard on you trying to give you 

important knowledge you need to know. They can be easier teachers, but their

main goal is to keep you well educated and make sure you learn something.  
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There are always ones that are not as good professors, especially when you’re in 

such a large class when you’re taking freshman courses, you really can’t approach 

the professor as well.  So that’s when TAs come into play, and you make more of 

a connection with them on an equal level.  You can speak with them and talk with 

them and have questions answered.”  

3. Social Life 

This affinity represents the extracurricular activities available to students, 

such as student organizations and the atmosphere of Austin.  The respondents 

were heavily involved in student organizations.  They received support from 

friends and colleagues in these organizations.  The respondents felt that being 

away from home helped them make it on their own.  By interacting socially, they 

were able to network and establish connections that assisted them in their 

persistence.  For example, their work with student organizations gave them a 

support network outside of their families and friends that assisted them in getting 

internships and student jobs that would assist them later in securing permanent 

jobs.  Furthermore, the participants felt that the city of Austin, being diverse in 

ethnic groups, helped them feel comfortable socially.

Student organizations made college life easier while providing a 

valuable learning environment that can’t be duplicated in the classroom.  

Student organizations provided a non-academic avenue for students to exercise 
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their leadership as well as relax.  “Being a part of organizations really helps me 

to open up. If I wasn’t a part of my sorority, I don’t think that I would be as 

outgoing or taking more of a leadership role. My sorority and other educational 

organizations help me to become a role model and leader for those who are 

entering college.  Part of my success stems from balancing studying and fun.  

Student organizations help provide fun.

I’m active in the Hispanic Students’ Association.  I’ve done some stuff 

with them, and the National Hispanic Organization.  We had a conference last 

spring, which was really nice, because it got me together with employers, and 

they got to recruit a little so that was really nice.  I’ve been involved in the 

Hispanic Business Student Association (HBSA) for four years.  I was an officer 

last year.  And I’ve been a chairperson for all the other three years.  It’s a really 

big organization that covers not only business aspects but academics and social 

aspects.  So it’s an organization where I’ve met a lot of people, and it’s given me 

a family here at U.T.  I’ve found so many people that I’ve had a home here.  I’m 

also in a Latina sorority.  It’s a smaller family for me also.

I’m actually a part of Emulsia, which is a black women’s group here on 

campus.  And basically we just promote unity among black women here on 

campus, and we do different events.  And actually I was the second vice-chair of 

their organization last year, and I put on a symposium called Black Women’s 
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Symposium, (for) which we usually invite famous black motivational speakers.  

You know, they have all different types, but more than likely, they’re 

motivational speakers.  Also, I’m in the African American Affairs Agency, which 

is in the Multicultural Information Center.  We put on a lot of programs that 

basically (include) all black organizations here on campus.  And we have this 

thing called U.T. Black Alliance, and it’s open to all black organizations, and they 

put their (events) on the calendar, so it’s a way I work with all organizations, not

just one particular organization.  And outside of the black community, I’m also 

part of the National Association of Social Workers because I’m a social work 

major.  I’m not as active as I want to be, but I’m active.  I’m part of Women in 

Psychology, because I’m a psychology major also.  

I don’t really know (Texas) A&M (University) too well, but when I think 

of A&M, I think of this college out in the middle of nowhere.  The way I think of 

Austin, so much stuff comes here.  San Antonio’s only an hour’s drive away, and 

there is the downtown district.  There’s a lot of college stuff going on…music and 

other things.  The U.T. football team is such a big part of the school.  I think the 

atmosphere of Austin was a big factor (in my persistence).” 

4. Leadership

Students viewed leadership as the ability to be role models, break 

barriers, and help others.  Students felt the need to stay in school in order to be 
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role models to other students.  Some students wanted to be role models to other 

members of their families.  The first-generation students thought they owed it to 

their families to finish school and be positive role models for their younger 

siblings.  Others viewed leadership as the opportunity to be role models for 

minority students, since they are under-represented in higher education.  

Furthermore, students wanted to help eliminate negative stereotypes about 

minorities and break barriers that students of color face every day.  They wanted 

to “make a difference” by being positive role models for others.

Being a role model helps me to help others.  Students felt that they had 

an obligation to be role models, especially to other students of color.  “I think 

each Hispanic, given the opportunity, has almost an obligation to change the 

culture, and to be successful and educated.  Not necessarily for Hispanic students 

here at U.T., because obviously they’re here for the same reasons I am, but with 

the two organizations I’m involved in, we work with a lot of high school students, 

like from east Austin, and we do focus a lot on minority students.  We do have to 

be a role model for other Hispanic students that are still in high school.  And I’ve 

been given that opportunity, and so I’ll definitely use it.  I think self-motivated 

people have an edge on being a leader.  At least that’s the way it is with me.  I’m 

just a natural born leader.  I like to lead others.  And so…growing up in the 

community that I did, there aren’t a lot of leaders.  I really got the chance, the 
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opportunity to be a leader in my community.  Where I’m from, there aren’t a lot 

of people who go to college, and a lot of people, if they go, don’t finish.  I have to 

make a difference, and that’s my opportunity to make a difference.  

Since I decided to come to the University, I knew I was becoming a leader 

for my community and a role model for my family.  This helped me persist 

through all of my years in U.T., because I not only had to answer for myself but I 

was answering for everyone else that looked up to me. I want to go back to my 

hometown and show my community that hard work is worth it.  When I was a 

junior, I mentored a freshman.  Also, in my sorority, we have a Big Sister/Little 

Sister program.  As well, in HBSA (Hispanic Business Students Association) we 

have a Big Brother/Big Sister program, and we get matched up with a younger 

student.  I think it’s good for them, because they don’t know much about the city, 

and what to do and what not to do.  I am strongly for good leaders and role 

models. I think that people should definitely have one, because I know I looked 

up to quite a few people going through college.

I’m not a minority.  I’m a person of color.  But I think I am a role model 

for not just my particular group, but for all persons of color, just by my 

leadership, like improving retention for under-represented students.  I have to be a 

representative for under-represented groups when I go off to high schools to 

recruit them and things like that.  I think just by my whole attitude here at U.T., 
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they see me as a person who is willing to go above and beyond to get my duties 

done, and also I guess they look at me as a very spiritual person, and they know 

that drives me.  So they know by looking at me, they look up to me, and I like 

that, but on the other hand, I’ll try to allow them to see more paths they can go 

through, because every person has a different path.  I’m the co-director for 

African American affairs, in the Multicultural Information Center, and there’s 

also the leadership from things I have to uphold.  So just by walking around 

campus, there (are) certain things I don’t do, but I have to watch what I do, 

because I know some of the people are watching me.  I know so many people 

look up to me, so I have to basically be on my toes a lot when I’m around campus, 

because I know there’s always someone who’s looking at me.

A lot of things about minorities, especially those that just came over here, 

are (that) they have to do a lot to catch up, especially if they come (to the U.S. at a 

later age).  And so, I feel to be a good role model, you also have to do your best.   

Because to be born here and to have all these opportunities to learn English and to 

speak it since the first grade, and not take those opportunities to the full extent 

you can, I think in a way you’re more of a disappointment because there are a lot 

of people who come over here in high school with three years left, and next thing 

you know, they’re at the top of their class and they need a scholarship and 

everything.  And I think that people look at you and they ask, ‘Are you born 
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here?’  Now, if you’ve never made anything of yourself, having had all these 

opportunities in America, I think you’ve wasted a good deal of your life.”

I was either an officer or helped with events.  Being an officer in 

organizations helped the students take that extra step towards making a difference 

in their community.  “You know, if you’re an officer it helps you become 

responsible, because you have to do things for the events.  It helps you learn how 

to plan events, and get everything together.  It helps you learn how to contact 

people and write letters.  I think that organizations rely on leadership.  You just 

learn how to be there for the people.

I know when I first came (to U.T.), I needed to work with students who 

were the heads of organizations.  I guess I needed to stay positive on campus.  By 

(my) staying active in organizations and being an officer, it helped me motivate 

people, and other people wanted to do it too.  Then, my friends did it.  When I 

was in high school, I was a leader in a lot of organizations, so when I came to 

college, that came with me too.  Then people I know…they saw that if I could do 

it, they could do it.  So hopefully, that’s what people think when they see me.”

People are always (going to) criticize you, so I think I’m already 

starting to get hard skin towards that.   Although leaders often encounter 

criticism from others, that criticism helps them develop more confidence in 

themselves.  “I think the people who lead, it’s really easy to criticize them, but at 
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the same time, I think the benefits definitely outweigh the costs.  So to me, I think 

it’s like getting a hard skin to criticism.  Because if you’re going to be leading, 

you’re always (going to) have that.  You should be confident in yourself.  You 

should be self-motivated to let it roll off.  I’m working on that.  I’m not so good at 

that yet.  I think it’s a big part in your college career.  Without it, you don’t get 

any recognition when you try to find a full time job after you graduate.  Recruiters 

want to know besides academics, what you did, and what kinds of skills you have.  

I think leadership skills are a big, important part of being a person.”

5. Career Opportunities

Because the respondents were seniors, they were seriously thinking about 

their futures after graduation.  Some students already had jobs at the university.  

Students referred to career opportunities as the opportunity to work at the 

university, participate in internships, and meet with recruiters during their senior 

year.  The students felt that they would not have had these opportunities at a 

smaller or less prestigious school.  Furthermore, the students felt the need to stay 

in school to get their degrees.  They realized that they would get better jobs if they 

were college graduates.  The first-generation students in particular felt motivated 

to get their degrees because they were the first in their families to go to college, 

and they wanted better lives than their parents had.  
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Internships are, I believe, a MUST! The fact that U.T. Austin offers 

several internships gives many students the motivation to stay in school, because 

they know jobs will follow after graduation.  “I would not go through college 

without one. I experienced having an internship, job interview, and more going 

through college and it truly opened my eyes.  I had a chance to actually see what 

my life would be like in the major I am.  A big part of being in the business 

school is that we have to have an internship to graduate.  Also the Forbes Career 

Center helps a lot.  They have a lot of workshops, like on resume building, how to 

network, and how to interview, so that helps a lot in finding an internship and 

interviewing once you find a full time job when you’re ready to graduate.  Also, 

the organizations in the business school help a lot in building a career network 

and career later on.  (Recruiting) started last spring, and it was really crazy.  What 

they do is they hire you in spring to start working next January.  

We have something called the Engineering Career Assistance Center, and 

a lot of companies come there to hire.  Basically it’s an online registration system, 

but there’s also a whole office that helps you out.  There are companies that come 

and do on campus interviews.  If a company likes you they do the interview and 

then they notify you if they accept you.  Last spring I had applied for an 

internship with them for Summer 2003 and I got an internship with them back in 

Houston.  I called them again when they were looking for an intern for next 
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summer.  I contacted them for another internship, and now I have an internship 

lined up for next year.”

The college that I am enrolled in has so many job opportunities that I 

am confident that I will get a job as soon as I get out of school. Besides 

internships, U.T. Austin offers many other opportunities for students to connect 

with employers.  “They have so many opportunities throughout Austin that keep 

my energy up to keep on working hard.  I think that the Education Council, for 

instance, helped.  We have teachers who come to speak to us about graduate 

school and jobs.  We have counselors and a lot of others in the profession come 

and speak to us.  I guess that helps us get the jobs we want.  Then we have people 

from the Department of Special Education come and talk to us, to see if anyone is 

interested in special education.  We have book fairs, where they sell books to use 

in teaching.  So I think all the organizations helped me become a schoolteacher.  I 

think they gave me more information to teach my students.  I’m doing student 

teaching now.  I’m in my fourth year, and for three semesters you do student 

teaching.  This morning I was student teaching at Barbara Jordan Elementary 

School with a fourth grade class.”

I think my job (was a factor). Students who already worked at U.T. 

credited their interesting jobs with giving them the motivation to persist.  “I’m 

guessing, because I love my job.  Personally, I never delved into the African 
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American tradition thing.  I never took an African American culture class, or 

anything like that, just because…there wasn’t any particular reason I hadn’t, but 

just my job helps me go into that, and not just African American issues, but all 

people of color’s issues.  And it makes me aware, and it makes me friendlier to 

more people, because actually looking at different issues and not just issues in my 

own situation.  As far as career opportunities, my goal is basically to help people.  

That’s what I love to do.  And that’s why I chose social work.  And so being here 

at U.T., it gives me a lot of opportunities to broaden my horizons of different 

things.  So I wanted to become a psychologist, and I’m now working with African 

American agencies.  So basically I want to work with under-represented groups in 

social work.  There are different avenues I have dealt with.  U.T. has broadened 

my horizons with what I want to be.  Being a senior, I still don’t know what I 

want to do.  I know I’m going to graduate school, though.  But I’m guessing all 

the opportunities at U.T. helped me.

I’m going to graduate in May in psychology, and I won’t graduate in 

social work until December 2004, and then I’m going to stay for a few years 

getting a master’s in social work, so I won’t be finished at U.T. until 2006.  So 

I’m thinking about maybe doing Teach for America, which I’ve learned (about) 

here, at U.T.  That’s just an option, or I’m thinking about going straight to 

graduate school.  But right now, I’m kind of undecided. I like my job, but I want 
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to do more interaction with helping people, because I help people (now), but I 

want to change things.  I don’t know exactly what avenue I’m going to go (into) 

with that, but I’m still in the thinking process.”

6. Prestige

The students were strongly influenced by the prestigious reputation of the 

university.  Additionally, students felt that the prestige of individual departments 

such as the business school added to their positive experience at U.T.  Even 

though the curriculum can be difficult at U.T., the prestige of the university 

motivated them to persist.  

This seemed like the number one school in Texas. Knowing the 

prestige of the university and its programs gave students the motivation to stay 

when they felt like giving up.  “Well, the business school is a really good school 

nationwide, and of course, U.T. is a really good school.  So it was kind of a big 

motivation.  The main reason I came to U.T. was because of the scholarship, and 

you know, they kind of seeked out students to receive the scholarship.  So I think 

if it wasn’t for the scholarship, I wouldn’t be here, even though the school is 

really good.  Plus, this school gave me the most money.  As far as scholarships 

(go), I got another U.T. scholarship.  Probably every year I thought about 

transferring, because I wanted to go to a school with more black people or more 

people I can relate to, but I’m not (going to) transfer because if I go from number 
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one to number ten, that’s not good.  I’m not saying that historically black colleges 

aren’t good, but as far as the education here, I think staying here would benefit me 

better.  That’s why I haven’t transferred.  I probably want to transfer every day, 

but I feel like since I already started here, I need to finish here.  Plus, this is a 

good school.  It has its bad teachers.  Every once in awhile, you run into a teacher 

who follows the old days.  I once had a teacher who called me ‘nigger’ in class.  I 

expected that (because) I knew that one or two teachers in my four years here 

(were) going to be like that, but that wasn’t going to make me leave.  A teacher 

can’t make me leave if I really want to be here.

Since PPA (Professional Program in Accounting) is a number one 

program in the nation, I think that’s huge.  I didn’t really plan on being in PPA 

when I first came here.  I didn’t know what I wanted to do in business.  But since 

it happened to be number one, and I happened to enjoy accounting, I stumbled 

upon a really great program, and I’ll never have the opportunity again.  I didn’t 

plan it, but it was awesome that I stumbled upon it, so I think it’s (important) in 

my persistence.  Not many people have the opportunity, and so I just wanted to 

come back, and keep on going, especially since I’m so close.  I want to be part of 

it and I know the only way is through graduation.  I want to work hard to be 

recognized as a Texas ex and continue with the prestigious reputation this school 

has.  I believe U.T. is the best college for me, as far as the school name. I know it 
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is hard getting a job as a minority, but U.T., at times, can (assist minorities). If 

people know you went to U.T., they get excited and are happy to refer you to 

contacts for jobs and other things.  I know U.T.’s one of the top schools, and I 

take advantage of that.  That’s why I’m staying here.”

7. Support from Family and Friends

The respondents were influenced by family members and friends in their 

desire to persist at U.T. Austin.  Because some students were the first in their 

families to attend college, they received extra encouragement from family 

members who wanted them to succeed.  They felt the need to be role models for 

their families, even though their families supported them as well. Support from 

family members helped them motivate themselves anytime they were ready to 

give up.  Although their families did not always understand what they 

experienced in college, they helped them find the motivation and will to persist.  

My brother came here a year before me and he got the same 

scholarship. Several students had siblings or friends who went to U.T. Austin 

before them, and that motivated them to graduate.  “I think (my brother) got the 

Presidential Scholarship.  I think that was huge in motivating me.  That’s kind of 

how I found out about it.  My mother is a single parent, so we tried to help 

support the family.  So (the scholarship) really (does) take some of the burden off.  

My brother was actually a business major, and so that was huge in helping me 
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persist.  I just thought it was so big of a challenge.  I thought I would hopefully 

overcome it, but yeah, that was huge.  I didn’t have a lot of people before me who 

had done it before my brother, but that was cool to see someone actually 

succeeding in college.  My older friends didn’t go (to college), so I didn’t have 

them to look up to and understand what college was all about.  I had no idea how 

to prepare.

(However), a lot of my (younger) friends came here.  I guess my school 

was a target school, and a lot of my friends from high school got the same 

scholarship.  They only gave out seven (scholarships) in my school, so I guess 

half of them I already knew, and I knew other people from other schools.  You 

know, when you’re in high school, you’re at home.  You’re always leaning on 

your parents.  So when you move away to go to another school, the last thing you 

want is for your family and friends to disapprove of it, to not support the choice of 

your major or the choosing of your school.  You need to feel confident that you 

made the right choice.  My friends are also like that.  My family back at home 

supports me there, and my friends support me here.”

I’m a first-generation college student, so I’ll be the first one to 

graduate in my family, so that’s what keeps me going. When they felt like 

dropping out, the respondents had to remind themselves that they had to be role 

models for their families, even though they still relied on their families for 
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support.  I have three younger brothers, so I have to be a role model for them and 

for everyone else, so that keeps me going, so I can graduate.   The support that all 

of my family has given me is great.  Since the beginning they helped me 

accomplish (my) goals for success in school.  When it has gotten too hard to 

continue, I have had the help of my parents to keep on going.  The friends that I 

had before and the ones I met in U.T. have also helped me persist in U.T.  They 

have been a support (system) to get used to living far away from home and 

keeping a good attitude.  My family and friends have been there with moral 

support in times of personal crises for which I am extremely grateful.  This is 

definitely part of the reason I’m still here. If I did not get the love, support, and 

guidance I needed, I don’t think I would have made it through college. There were 

times when I needed financial help or just motivation to stay in school. 

I think (my family) was happy in the sense I was going to college, 

knowing that the highest level of education was usually high school to everybody.  

It was just another college.  They probably didn’t know what Austin was really 

about.  Most of them had never been to Austin.  That’s probably the first time 

they’ll come to Austin, in May, for my graduation.  And so they were just happy I 

was going, and with some of them, maybe there was some jealousy.  With (their) 

having kids, they look up to me now.  I’m actually the youngest female 

grandchild.  But they actually look up to me now.  I’ll (say), ‘Well, I just want to 
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give up.’  But it’s just something I say, and they say, ‘You’re not going to give 

up.  You’re going to school.’  I know they have my back, but on the other hand 

they’re not really jealous, but they (think), ‘Why couldn’t I have done that?’   I 

guess they’re trying to basically help me in a sense, but then on the other hand, 

they wish maybe they could have done something too.  But just those forces drive 

me to stay here, because I know they can do it, so when I go home and they say 

they want to go to a community college, I try to help them.  For example, in the 

situation I have going on with my family, I feel that with education, you’ll know a 

lot more.  So by (my) being more educated, I’ll try to educate them too, so 

basically I’m not selfish with it.  I try to help them out any way that I can.  So just 

negative and positive forces from my family help me to keep going, and basically 

help me stay here.

“(Church members) keep me going and they keep me strong, but I think 

the motivation that keeps me here really comes from my family because I was the 

first to go off to college, in basically not just my immediate family but in my 

whole family, with my cousins and all that.  And also my family is really tight.  If 

one person is suffering then we all suffer.  And so when I went to college, I had a 

lot of teenage pregnancies in my family, and I’m the only one who got out, so I 

have a lot of younger cousins, and they look up to me.  So I think that (being a 

role model) has kept me here.  I can’t give up on my family, because they have to 
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look up to someone, because there’s no one else.  It’s my obligation to be here 

and get a degree and prove that people can get out of their situation.”

8. Self-Motivation

This affinity represented the respondents’ perseverance, willpower, and 

faith in themselves.  Some respondents said their religious faith helped motivate 

them.  The students said that because they were afraid of failure, they had a strong 

drive to stay in school and succeed.  They saw graduating as a personal goal.  

They felt that always keeping a positive attitude, even if others discouraged them, 

helped them keep their motivation to persist.  Discouraging words from others 

actually motivated some students to succeed.  The participants noted that their 

families played a crucial role in motivating them, but family support was 

considered separately because it was considered support from others while this 

affinity referred to personal motivation from inside.  

Throughout my life I have been working hard to overcome obstacles.

Some students felt that obstacles such as financial and social barriers actually 

helped them become tougher.  “Such experiences have helped me dedicate myself 

to my work.  It has not been easy to keep on task, studying and trying to 

(maintain) good grades.  I knew that it was going to be hard, but I knew I could do 

it.  I think that was a big factor, because no matter how much support you have 
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around you, you have to find it yourself too, to keep going and to set goals, have 

plans, and know how you have to be to keep going.

I just wanted to transfer because of the overall environment, not because 

of a few incidents.  Overall racism happens on campus.  People just try to ignore 

it, like it’s part of the regular routine.  But I’m thinking that this university kind of 

represents society.  This university is seventy percent white, which society is.  

You know, there’s (going to) be racism at this university, and even when I’m not 

at the university.  You’re (going to) have to handle it or deal with it.  I’m not 

(going to) transfer because of the teachers.  The teachers may have just said ‘I’m 

(going to) call them this (name) to get them out of here.’   I’m sure some teacher’s 

goal is to just talk to us like that and just to treat us like that just to get us out of 

here.  The thing is, if you let them make you leave then you’re (going to) run 

away from society.  That happens in society.  I figure this college kind of 

represents the world, and stuff that happens here.  I’m (going to) deal with it 

anyway.  

This is a good school with the academics and the prestige, but in the 

background there are also a lot of bad things.  But at least, the academics and the 

football team and the basketball team cover up a lot of stuff that goes on like the 

(Martin Luther King) statue getting egg on it on the MLK holiday.  It’s like that 

happened, and two weeks later, it was over.  There (is) nothing we can do.  Just 
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remember what happened, and try to teach other people.  Don’t come up here 

thinking you’re (going to) get treated fair, and everything’s (going to) be the same 

for you as people who are lighter than you.  I’m glad I had these four years of 

experience, and I went through everything I went through, but I wouldn’t want to 

go through it again.

I know in our class, we learn about minorities, and how to teach 

minorities.  My motivation is…you know how everyone says African Americans 

shouldn’t graduate, shouldn’t do this, shouldn’t do anything, shouldn’t be better 

than white people?  I think that’s been my motivation.  I look at how society looks 

at race and how they don’t expect me to do (anything).  That motivated me to do 

stuff and to prove their notions are wrong.  My parents motivate me too, but I 

think it’s self-motivation that’s most important, because I’m just trying to break 

all the little barriers against me.  That’s kind of what I think about every day when 

I think about whether I should do this.  I push myself to go beyond what society 

asks for.”

I think it’s constantly challenging yourself. Although seniors could be 

tempted to take easy classes their last year, they should prepare themselves for 

the challenges that await them after graduation.  Usually seniors in college take 

the easy classes.  But if you take the really hard classes, then when you get to 

college, they’re not really that hard because you already took them in high school.  
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So luckily, I was able to take calculus and A.P. classes and dual credit, which I 

think did the most at preparing me (in spite of) the little preparation I had.  So I 

knew how to study, and I knew how to put work in, so it didn’t come as a shock 

to me, but I think it is for a lot of students because they take the easy classes in 

their senior year, and it kind of hurts them when they come to college.  So that’s 

my advice, just to work hard and challenge yourself as much as you can.”

I think about (dropping out) all the time (but) I’m so close to 

finishing. Although most of the seniors admitted they had come close to dropping 

out at some time, they managed to motivate themselves to stay.   “You look back 

and think about what it cost.  You put so much into it, and you can’t forget that.  

I’m just so close, and school’s paid for, so if I drop out, I’ll lose my scholarship.  I 

don’t think you have to give back the money, but you lose whatever years you 

didn’t use.  Sometimes I have felt like quitting, but I don’t want to be part of the 

‘drop out’ statistics.  I want to succeed, and I know I will.

I think it was my personality.  Once I have a goal, I’ll tough things out, no 

matter what.  So…it’s just not in me to give up.  I’ve just got that type of 

personality.  I think it really benefited me in school because I don’t give up, even 

if it seems impossible to pass a class, or to get an A.  Most of it is just innate, but I 

think with my family support, more with my brother graduating before, it helped.”
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I really believe a person needs more than just guidance from friends 

and family, but from God also. Faith and religion were crucial in helping some 

students motivate themselves, because their religion gave them support outside 

themselves and their families.  “Maybe I have two (mentors) who are African 

American, and that’s not necessarily here on campus, because I have a church 

family.  I’m active in my church, so a lot of mentors are from my church, which is 

here in Austin, and they’re all basically African American.  I believe in Christ.  I 

understand that all this would not be possible without Him.  My faith goes a long 

way.  I have always trusted in God and He has carried not only me but also my 

family through a lot (of tough times), and this has been one of them.

Church is a very important aspect of my life.  As far as the Bible, it says 

different things, but I let that guide my walk.  I think my main motivating factor is 

my family more than church.  Church is what keeps me going…that I can do all 

things through Christ.   (That) strengthens me.  And so in times when I want to 

give up, I just pray, and things like that.  Little things that I do, and little things 

that happen to me, I just thank God.  When I go through situations where I feel 

bad, I know God isn’t going to put more on me than I can bear.  I just have those 

self-motivating thoughts.  They come from the Bible.” 

My graduation will be a really big moment for my family. Students felt 

that they needed to be role models for their families, who depended on the 
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students to graduate and succeed.  I think my main source (of self-motivation) is 

my family, just because they expect so much from me, because I’ve made it this 

far.  My graduation will be a really big moment for my family.  When I got really 

stressed out, I would call home.  My family would either come down from 

Houston, or I would go there.  This is the biggest reason I will graduate (from) 

college.  It takes personal drive to overcome the obstacles of obtaining a college 

degree.  Without it, I think it would be next to impossible to graduate.”  

Summary of Findings for Senior LOS Recipients (Focus Persistence)

The focus group of senior LOS recipients, like the freshmen, identified 

eight affinities that influenced their persistence at U.T. Austin.  These affinities 

included the Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship/Longhorn Scholars Program, 

good professors, social life, leadership, career opportunities, prestige, support 

from family and friends, and self-motivation.  

 Like the freshmen students who concentrated on choice, the seniors 

recognized the importance of financial aid in their persistence.  This finding 

supports other studies (St. John, 1990b, Saggio, 2000) that previously 

demonstrated that adequate financial aid is crucial in the persistence of low-

income students.  Furthermore, the influence of positive relationships with faculty 

(Patitu, 2000; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1979; Rendon, 1994; Saggio, 2001), peer 

interaction (Saggio, 2001; Strauss and Volkvein, 2004; Tinto, 1975), and support 
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from family (Padilla, 2001) has been documented previously in studies about 

persistence.

In analyzing the findings from the freshman (choice) and senior 

(persistence) groups, one may note that several affinities (such as the LOS 

program, social life, support from family, career opportunities, and prestige) are 

present in findings for both groups.  The similarities and differences between 

these findings will be discussed in Chapter V.

Chapter Summary

In spite of the small sample size, it is reasonable to conclude that the 

University of Texas at Austin will meet the expectations of the freshmen who 

participated in the study, based on the experiences of their senior counterparts.  

Although they are from different cohorts, both groups have the Longhorn 

Opportunity Scholarship and the Longhorn Scholars Program in common.  Both 

groups also emphasized the major role of both the scholarship and the Longhorn 

Scholars Program in their university choice and success at U.T. Austin.  

Additionally, both freshman and senior students appear to appreciate the benefits 

of U.T. such as the social environment, prestige, and numerous career 

opportunities.  Finally, both groups acknowledged that although they worked 

hard, they relied on outside support to get though college, whether it came from 

family, friends, academic advisors, or personal counselors.  
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In this chapter, the meanings of the affinities according to the respondents, 

were reported primarily in the voices of the study participants.  In Chapter V, the 

relationships between the affinities for the individual freshman (choice) and 

senior (persistence) focus groups will be identified and analyzed.  Additionally,

the similarities and differences in the affinities, identified by both groups, will be 

discussed in detail through comparison of the two system influence diagrams 

(SIDS).  By analyzing the SIDS, the researcher was able to draw conclusions 

regarding the relationship between the factors that influence college choice and 

persistence in LOS recipients.  Those conclusions can be applied to programs 

similar to the Longhorn Scholars Program in improving the retention of 

academically, economically, or culturally disadvantaged students.  
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Chapter V: Discussion

Introduction

In Chapter IV, the affinities defined by the freshman (choice) and senior 

(persistence) LOS focus groups were presented and described in the voices of the 

participants.  The affinities themselves were identified through axial coding, i.e., 

the first part of the interviews where the respondents identified what each affinity 

meant to them.  In the second part of the interviews, or theoretical coding, the 

respondents identified any relationships they saw between the affinities.  Primary 

drivers and outcomes, as well as secondary drivers and outcomes, were identified 

through theoretical coding.  As described in Chapter III, primary drivers are those 

affinities that have a profound effect on other affinities, while primary outcomes 

are largely influenced by the other affinities.  Secondary drivers influence all 

other affinities except the primary driver(s), while secondary outcomes are 

influenced by all affinities except the primary outcome(s).  

In this chapter, the relationships between the affinities are examined in the 

discussions of the system influence diagrams (SIDS) for both the freshman 

(choice) participants and the senior (persistence) participants.  Specifically, the 

relationships are examined in the discussions of primary and secondary drivers 

and outcomes.  In addition, the SIDS of the freshmen (choice) and senior 

(persistence) participants will be compared and contrasted with each other.  
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Quotes from the theoretical sections of the interviews will be used in order to 

illustrate the relationships in detail.  Following the interpretation of the SIDS, 

final conclusions will be presented.    

Summary of Research Results

Composite interview data from the freshman (choice) LOS participants is 

presented first, followed by the data from the senior (persistence) LOS 

participants.  The researcher compared and contrasted findings from both groups 

via system influence diagrams (SIDS).  The freshmen’s reasons for choosing U.T. 

Austin are compared and contrasted with the factors that helped the seniors 

persist.  Although the freshmen and seniors belonged to different cohorts, this 

researcher compared and contrasted their response data as if the respondents were 

from a common cohort, because all those students participated in the Longhorn 

Scholars Program and shared similar backgrounds prior to matriculation and 

common experiences during their attendance at U.T. Austin.   
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System Influence Diagram for Freshman LOS Participants (Focus on Choice) 

Figure 5.01 is a representation of the eight affinities defined by the 

freshmen LOS participants:

1. Career Opportunities

2. Location

3. Large Size of the University

4. Prestige

5. Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship (LOS)/Longhorn Scholars Program

6. Diversity

7. Social Life

8. Encouragement/Support from Inner Circle
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Figure 5.01:  Freshman LOS Participants Composite Interview SID (Focus On 
Choice)

The primary drivers identified in the system included the LOS/Longhorn 

Scholars Program, location, and large size.  As seen in Appendix D,

LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program is a primary driver, because it has the highest 

delta value.  Although location and large size have lower delta values, they are 

also primary drivers due to the fact they have no in values (Appendix D).  These 

three affinities influence all the other affinities in the system.  The only secondary 

driver, diversity, played a central role in the relationships of the affinities.  Being 

the secondary driver, diversity influenced all the affinities except the three 

primary drivers.  Diversity is a secondary driver, because it has a positive delta 

value (Appendix D).  The primary outcome, encouragement from inner circle, 
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was affected by all of the other affinities in the system.  This affinity was the 

primary outcome due to its highest negative delta value (Appendix D).  Secondary 

outcomes, including social life, prestige, and career opportunities, were affected 

by all other affinities except the primary outcome, encouragement from inner 

circle.  These three affinities were considered secondary outcomes because they 

also had negative delta values (Appendix D).  This SID contained no feedback 

loops.  Feedback loops are a system of at least three affinities, where there is a 

relationship from an element present later in the system to one present earlier in 

the system. 

Primary Driver:  Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship/Longhorn Scholars 
Program

Not surprisingly, the LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program turned out to be 

one of the three primary drivers of the system.  As mentioned previously, the 

Longhorn Scholars Program provides academic and social support as well as 

financial aid; therefore, one would expect it to play a central role in the 

respondents’ choices to attend U.T. Austin.  Although not all freshman 

respondents were aware of the different degrees of support prior to matriculation, 

they all acknowledged the importance of that support in their choice of U.T. 

Austin.  The financial aid offered by LOS was the main reason most of the 

respondents were able to attend U.T.; therefore, for most freshman participants, 

LOS was the main reason they chose to attend U.T. Austin.  As discussed in 
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chapter II, low-income students face limitations in where they can attend college 

(Alexander, 2001; Amaury, 2001; McPherson and Schapiro, 1998), but the LOS 

and the Longhorn Scholars Program offer low-income students the opportunity to 

attend a prestigious institution like U.T. Austin.  Most of the freshman (choice) 

respondents acknowledged that they could probably never have attended U.T. 

Austin without the financial aid provided by the scholarship.  The LOS improves 

the opportunities of minority students in particular, as one student said:

I think that without the scholarship, I probably wouldn’t have been able to 
come to U.T., or it might have been a little more difficult.  I don’t know if 
I would have been here.  Without the scholarship I wouldn’t have had the 
same opportunities.  I would have gone to a college, but probably without 
as much of a reputation.  It would have been a little more difficult to have 
the same opportunities I’ll have after graduating from a school like U.T.  I 
think it gives more students an opportunity, and I think it definitely affects 
the prestige of the school.  I think minority students who are intelligent 
and want to go to college could not usually go to a university with such 
high prestige because it’s harder because of finances and so forth.  So I 
think it helps the school.

Just as the LOS gave the freshman (choice) respondents the extra 

motivation to attend U.T., it also gave their families more reason to encourage the 

students to attend U.T. Austin.  The students’ interviews supported several studies 

discussed earlier (Kern, 2000; Stewart and Post, 1990) in that the families of low-

income, first-generation, and/or minority students prefer that their students stay 

closer to home.   Several quotes illustrate the desires of the families to keep their 
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students at home until the LOS changed their minds.  One student who did have 

other financial support still credited the LOS with helping his family:

LOS influenced my family.  This is what convinced my parents that I 
should come here.  I got financial help, but it wasn’t as much as the LOS 
scholarship.  It was mainly the financial support that convinced them.

For some students, LOS was their primary source of money:

Because this school gave me money, (my family said), ‘Yeah, go to that 
school because they’re giving you money.’  And it helps me to be here, 
and they were just really glad I got a scholarship.  They just encouraged 
me more and more.  (They said), ‘It was good you got a scholarship.  They 
want you there.’

I guess it was LOS (that) influenced my family.  Since I got a scholarship 
and some of that money was free, they encouraged me to (come to U.T.).  
And since it was almost being given to me, I saw the chance to come here.  
It was okay for me to come to Austin.

For other students, the LOS made the difference in whether their families were 

going to encourage them to come to U.T. or not:

Because I got the scholarship, my parents were more encouraged for me to 
come here.  Without the scholarship, I don’t think they would have so 
much encouraged me.  At the time, the only reason I accepted the 
scholarship was because I got it first.

I guess because I got the scholarship, (my family) encouraged me even 
more to take advantage of it, not to let it go.  That was a big factor why 
they wanted me to come here, so LOS affected encouragement from my 
family.

Definitely LOS did affect encouragement from my family.  They wouldn’t 
have encouraged us to come to this school if we had to get more money 
through loans, or if we had to pay a lot of our tuition out of pocket.  After 
we received the scholarship, they were very excited.  They knew it was 
going to be possible to come.
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In a few situations, the students themselves had no initial interest in U.T., 

only to reconsider after being offered the scholarship:

(My counselor was) the one who got me in, because they offered the 
scholarship and she (said), ‘Here, why don’t you go’ because she knew 
that I had the potential to come here.  I didn’t want to come here in the 
beginning.

Primary Driver:  Large Size

Although the Longhorn Scholars Program offers small classes for the 

purpose of making recipients feel more comfortable at the university, most 

respondents viewed the large size as an asset.  Even the students who admitted 

that the size intimidated them at first, appreciated the university’s numerous 

career opportunities and social connections, assets of the large size of the 

university.  Based on the interviews, most of the respondents did appreciate the 

small size of the Connexus classes, even if the size of the university failed to 

bother them.  

Students tended to associate the large size of the university with prestige.  

Specifically, they credited the large number of alumni and the many departments 

with adding to the prestige of the school.  Their interest in the prestige of the 

school supported the findings of Hanson et al (1998) that U.T. Austin students 

value prestige when choosing the university.  The following quotes illustrate that 

conclusion:
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I think that the large university is more prestigious.  The larger it is, the 
more alumni that it’s (going to) have.  The more alumni they have, the 
more they’re (going to) put back into it.  So, the size does influence the 
prestige of the university.

Large size influences prestige, because the larger you are, the more 
programs you’re going to have.  Also, the larger you are, the more alumni 
you have.  The large schools also get noticed more.

When the students mentioned the alumni, they elaborated by saying that 

former students were crucial in creating their own career opportunities.  By 

building connections with the alumni, they hoped that they could get jobs in the 

future:

Large size influences career opportunities, because so many students come 
here, so many people graduate; that can help you get a job.  The alumni 
stick up for other alumni.  They help you out if you’re trying to get a job.  
It looks better if you’re coming from this school.

It’s just that the larger you are, the more people know about you, so I 
thought large size influences career opportunities.  There are more alumni, 
and more people just know the university.  If you’re a very large 
university, you’re going to get noticed by a lot of companies.

Large size influences career opportunities, because I went to the career 
placement center and it’s so big.  There (are) a lot of people who want to 
come back and help other students.  So the bigger it is, the more people 
that come back and try to help, like the alumni.  

For some students, the large size of the university offered them a large 

choice of academic programs:

Large size affects prestige.  It’s a big school.  It’s well known for its 
academics.  There’s more prestige just for coming here.  It’s big, so there’s 
more to offer from its departments.  It has more to offer, so it’s going to be 
better.



155

Just as the students associated the large size of the university with prestige 

and career opportunities, they acknowledged that the size gave them more social 

opportunities also.  Furthermore, several students commented that they 

appreciated the diversity of Austin and U.T., because they had gone to 

predominantly African American or Hispanic schools:

Large size affects prestige, to a certain extent, because if U.T. were 
smaller, it wouldn’t have as much diversity, so the prestige wouldn’t be 
where it is now.  And they have a lot of alumni.  If they didn’t have a large 
size university, they wouldn’t have a lot of alumni. 

Primary Driver:  Location

Location was the third primary driver in the system influence diagram for 

the freshman (choice) participants.  Like large size, this affinity turned out to be 

both a positive and a negative factor for students.  The students, who were mainly 

from Dallas, Houston, or El Paso, appreciated the proximity of Austin to their 

hometowns.  At the same time, they felt they needed to be far enough away from 

their families to stand on their own.  However, none of the students regretted their 

decision to leave home and attend U.T. Austin.  As for the students’ families, the 

preference that their children attend local colleges supports findings from the 

literature that families of minority students prefer that their children stay closer to 

home (Kern, 2000; Stewart and Post, 1990).  However, most families eventually 

saw the advantages of attending U.T. Austin:     
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My family didn’t really initially want me to come here.  They would have 
rather had me stay at home, because all my family lives in Houston.  But 
(now) they support me to come out here.

While most families preferred their students to stay close to home, there 

were some families who actually wanted their students to leave home so they 

could stand on their own.  Even in those cases, however, the families preferred 

their students not to go too far: 

I think they wanted us all to experience a lot of things, going away to 
college.  But I don’t think they felt good about me going to Berkeley, or 
somewhere like that really far away.

Being fairly close by allowed the students to see their families when they needed 

their support:

Location influences encouragement from inner circle because I think the 
closer you are to your family, the more they’ll support you.  Because if 
you’re long distance, they can give you words of encouragement, but the 
closer you are, the more often you can go see them.  They can come see 
you, to give you one on one support.  

Even the students who said they were homesick at first felt they made the right 

decision by coming to U.T. Austin.  Some students, however, said they were still 

getting used to being away from home:

In the beginning (my family) was against (my attending U.T. Austin) 
because it was far away.  That was the number one reason, because they 
were wanting me to stay somewhere in Dallas.  We’re just now getting 
accustomed to the change.

As seen in the interviews, location mainly proved to be a positive factor in 

the students’ decision to choose U.T. Austin.  Once the students arrived at U.T., 
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they appreciated the location as offering more diversity.  Most students felt that 

they would not have seen the same diversity had they stayed close to home.  

According to the students, people are drawn to Austin because of the location:

It’s right in the middle (of Texas).  People come from Dallas, from 
Houston, from the Valley.  It’s a spot where everybody comes to.  It 
allows a larger number of people to come here.  It adds something to the 
school when people from different cities come here.  I guess it adds to the 
diversity of the school.

I think Austin is so diverse because of where it is.  I think that a lot of 
people are drawn to the city, and I think a lot of different cultures feel like 
they have a home here.  I think people feel more comfortable here.  It’s 
easy to adapt to different races.

Obviously, diversity (a secondary driver) was an important affinity in the 

freshman SID.  This affinity, which greatly influenced the secondary outcomes 

social life and prestige, is discussed more in the next section. 

Secondary Driver:  Diversity

As viewed in the freshman SID (Figure 5.01), diversity was the sole 

secondary driver of the system.  All three primary drivers, LOS, location, and 

large size affected diversity, which in turn affected the other affinities.  Like 

university administrators (Browne-Miller, 1996), students associated diversity 

with high prestige of the school.  Furthermore, they realized that LOS was offered 

to high schools that were under-represented at U.T.; therefore, the scholarship 

increased the diversity of the university.  As the following students said:
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I think a diverse school makes it more prestigious, which I think is 
important, and without the scholarship program, I don’t think the 
university would have as many minorities.

LOS affects diversity, because the scholarship is offered to all kinds of 
underprivileged schools.  It helps different people to come here.  Most 
people who don’t have the scholarship don’t even have a chance. 

Just as students appreciated the diversity of the school, they also 

acknowledged that they felt comfortable seeing people of their own ethnic group 

on campus.  About half the students said most of their friends belonged to the 

same ethnic group as themselves.   As one Hispanic student said:

I think that (by) having different people, you want to become part of 
different groups, to really improve social life.  But also even knowing 
there are more Hispanic groups, more Hispanics on campus, improves my 
social life.  

Even students who mainly mixed with their own ethnic group or attended 

predominately homogeneous high schools acknowledged that they felt the 

presence of different ethnic groups on campus was a positive factor.  One student 

who attended a predominantly African American high school noted:

I’ve met all kinds of different people.  I really didn’t know any Chinese 
people before, and I have two Japanese friends down the hall from me, 
and they’re really cool.  We’re closer than my other friends.  We just met.  
It really depends on if you’re a social person.  If you’re a social person
then you go towards diversity.  You want to meet everybody.  Whereas if 
you’re just not social at all, you stay away from diversity.  You just want 
to stay within your little box.

Like the students, quite a few of their families wanted them to see other 

cultures besides their own.  As one student said, “My high school was 75% black.  
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(My family) wanted me to see more cultures.”  Another student went on to 

include her counselors with her family in wanting her to be exposed to more 

diversity, saying, “I guess my family and my teachers encouraged me to see other 

cultures besides Hispanic.”

One student wanted to see other cultures, because “diversity helps my 

social life, because you can meet a lot of different ethnic groups, and you get to 

know about different backgrounds.”  Obviously, both the students and their 

families believed that the diversity of U.T., as well as the opportunity to be with 

people of their own ethnic group, would add to their positive experience in 

college.  Even university administrators (Bowen and Bok, 1998) have 

acknowledged that seeing other cultures is beneficial to students.  For example, 

John Anderson, the Dean of Admissions of Kenyon College, stressed to parents 

that Kenyon was too sheltered.  He urged parents to encourage their children to 

attend schools with more diverse student bodies (Bowen and Bok, 1998).  The 

LOS participants overwhelmingly agreed with that idea.

Primary and Secondary Outcomes

The presence of encouragement from inner circle as the primary outcome 

was a significant finding in this study.  Although the importance of family 

approval in choice decisions has been documented in the literature (Kern, 2000; 

Stewart and Post, 1990), the actual factors that influence the families, friends, and 

counselors has not been examined thoroughly.  As discussed in the previous 
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sections, several students admitted they would have never even considered 

applying to U.T. Austin if their families or high school teachers and counselors 

had not encouraged them.  On deeper probing, the students revealed that the other 

affinities all played large roles in developing their families’, teachers’ and 

counselors’ perceptions of U.T. Austin.  As discussed in the previous sections 

about primary and secondary drivers, location, large size, LOS/Longhorn Scholars 

Program, and diversity all played major roles in shaping the families’ perceptions 

of U.T. Austin as well as giving them incentives to approve sending their children 

to the university.

Like the drivers, the secondary outcomes shaped the families’ and 

teachers’ perceptions of U.T. Austin as well.  Just as the students’ families 

expressed some reluctance about their children moving far away, they faced some 

apprehension about the social life of U.T. Austin.  Some students noted their 

families thought they would party or become victims of crime by moving to a 

large campus in a large city.  However, their feelings were appeased by the 

prestige and career opportunities provided by the university.  When the families 

were unfamiliar with U.T. Austin’s prestige and career opportunities, especially in 

the cases of Hispanic students, the students’ counselors played prominent roles in 

encouraging the students to attend U.T. Austin.  As seen in the freshman (choice) 

SID, although social life, prestige, and career opportunities are secondary 
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outcomes, they, like the primary and secondary drivers, played major roles in 

shaping the perceptions of families of LOS recipients. 

Even when members of their inner circles were skeptical about their 

attending U.T. Austin, the students realized that they had a responsibility to 

become role models to their families and communities.  One student mentioned 

that although her mother felt uneasy about sending her to Austin, the people in her 

neighborhood realized the magnitude of the opportunity.  They encouraged her to 

go to U.T. Austin, because no one in her neighborhood had ever gone there 

before.  This was one example of how encouragement/support from inner circle 

included friends outside of the family:

Well my mom didn’t want me to go so far, because no one’s been to 
college, and there were all kinds of stuff.  They watched the news, so they 
were influenced.  They (said), ‘Don’t go there.  There’s too much crime.’  
There’s crime everywhere.  So when I got here, she (said), ‘Okay, we can 
deal with it.’  So every day she calls to make sure everything’s okay.  But 
other than my parents, everyone (said) ‘Yeah go there,’ because it’s not an 
easy school to get into.  And the people in my neighborhood, they really 
encouraged me to do what others hadn’t done.  No one came here before.

Although some of the students and their families had mixed feelings about 

coming to Austin, the students did appreciate the fact that Austin offered them an 

active social life, whether they preferred to join clubs or participate in the music 

scene.  Several students felt that there were more things to do and more 

opportunities to participate in clubs, mainly because of the location of Austin and 

the large size of the U.T. campus:
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Where U.T. is located, you have Sixth Street for people who like to go 
have parties and things like that.  Or, if you just like to be in organizations, 
you have lots of places around U.T. you can go and meet.  If your social 
life is just going to church, there (are) a whole bunch of churches around 
here.  So, if we were in a smaller neighborhood, a county or a city, then 
you may not have as many choices in your social life.  I think with this 
location here you have more choices in your social life.

I guess location does influence social life.  Sixth Street (and) the music 
scene allow for a lot of things to do.  There (are) a lot of different kinds of 
people, so you have something to do.  You have a better social life.

Austin has a lot of things to do.  I think it’s a music city, which means 
meeting people.  Not really just the size, but there’s a lot of major 
activities.  There (are) a lot of lakes, and there’s a lot of different things to 
do. 

Although the LOS students, like traditional students (Hanson et al, 1998), 

acknowledged the importance of their social lives, most of them pointed out that it 

was not a crucial factor in their decision to attend U.T. Austin.  As a result, social 

life was a secondary outcome in the freshman (choice) SID.  

Like social life, the prestige of the university and more career 

opportunities helped convince parents and counselors to support their student’s 

decision to leave home.  In many cases, students said their parents recognized the 

prestige associated with U.T. Austin, because it offered more opportunities after 

graduation:

…your parents want you to go to a nice school, because you’ll get a better 
job in the long run.  Plus, you get a better education.  So yes, I do think 
prestige has to do with encouragement from your family.
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It was a good school, so (my family) knew I was going to get a good 
education.  And I think it definitely helped that U.T. was a good school 
and had strong programs I was interested in.  It really made my parents 
encourage me.

Even when the students’ parents were unaware of the prestige of U.T. Austin, 

teachers and counselors stepped in to make sure the students understood the full 

extent of the career opportunities available at U.T. Austin:

The fact that it was a good school and had a better reputation made my 
teachers really push me to try and come here, and made me work a little 
harder than other students because they saw the opportunities.

Oh, yeah, my family and teachers saw U.T. Austin as more career 
opportunities for me.  That’s one of the only reasons I came here, or I 
would have stayed at home.  They were in favor of me coming here, so I 
could get into medical school.

Senior LOS Respondents (Focus On Persistence)

As discussed in Chapter IV, some of the reasons seniors persisted at U.T. 

Austin were the same as the factors that influenced the freshmen participants’ 

decision to choose U.T. Austin, specifically the LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program, 

social life, career opportunities, prestige, and support from family and friends 

(high school counselors obviously were no longer on the minds of seniors as they 

focused on persistence).  Perhaps the most interesting difference, as mentioned 

earlier, was that social life was a secondary outcome in the freshman mindmap, 

while being a secondary driver in the senior mindmap.  This finding, as well as 

others, will be discussed later in the chapter when the two mindmaps are 
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compared.  Figure 5.02 illustrates the eight affinities defined by the senior LOS 

focus group. 

1. Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship/Longhorn Scholars Program

2. Good Professors

3. Social Life

4. Leadership

5. Career Opportunities

6. Prestige

7. Support/Encouragement from Family and Friends

8. Self-Motivation
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Figure 5.02:  Senior LOS Respondents Composite Interview SID (Focus On 
Persistence)

The primary drivers of this system turned out to be LOS/Longhorn 

Scholars Program and good professors.  In other words, these affinities affected 

all the others in the system.  Like the primary drivers in the freshman SID, these 

affinities either had the highest positive delta values or no in values (Appendix F).  

The secondary drivers, leadership and social life, affected all other affinities 

except the primary drivers.  They were secondary drivers due to their positive 

delta values.  Support from family and friends was the circulator/pivot.  This 
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affinity had a zero delta value (Appendix F); i.e., it affected other affinities and 

was affected by other affinities equally.  The secondary outcomes, prestige and 

self-motivation, had negative delta values (Appendix F).  Being secondary 

outcomes, prestige and self-motivation are affected by all other affinities except 

the primary outcome, career opportunities, which had the highest negative delta 

value (Appendix F).  All the other affinities affect the primary outcome.  Unlike 

the freshman mindmap, the senior mindmap contains two feedback loops: 1) one 

between social life, leadership, support from family and friends, and self-

motivation and 2) one between social life, leadership, prestige, and self-

motivation.  As discussed previously, feedback loops, or recursions, are situations 

in which outcomes, or causes, can be traced back to elements that appear earlier in 

the SID.

Theoretical Interpretation of the Senior (Persistence) SID

Primary Driver:  LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program

As in the freshman system, the LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program was one 

of the primary drivers of the senior SID.  The seniors, like the freshmen, often 

credited the LOS and the Longhorn Scholars Program with making it possible for 

them to attend U.T. Austin.  Like the freshmen, the seniors appeared to value the 

financial aid more than any other part of the Longhorn Scholars Program.  The 

availability of the money also eased the financial burden for their families.  The 
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seniors, however, appeared to value the Longhorn Scholars Program even more 

than the freshman (choice) participants, as they recognized that the academic and 

social support was as crucial to their persistence as the financial support.  

Although some of the freshmen were not as familiar with the Connexus 

curriculum or other services such as the Longhorn Scholars Mentor Program, the 

seniors were well aware of those programs by the time they reached their senior 

year.  

In the case of finances, the LOS allowed the seniors to attend school 

without having to work.  Their observations support previous findings 

(Lichtenstein, 2002; McKenzie, 1981; Paulsen and St. John, 1997) that working 

full-time makes persistence more difficult.  For that reason, the LOS helped the 

seniors with their persistence, as the following students noted:

With LOS, I was able to not have to take a job.  I think that just frees up a 
lot of time to make more friends.  When you’re not studying you can be 
out having more fun.

If I have a scholarship, then I don’t have to work as much.  If I only have 
to work part-time, then I can get more time for my studies.  So that helps 
with my G.P.A (grade point average), because if I had to work and pay my 
tuition by myself, then it would be a very different story.

Specifically, LOS allowed students to make the highest grades possible.  Having 

good grades gave them more career opportunities as a result.

LOS does influence career opportunities.  Once again, I think it’s because 
LOS allows you to concentrate on your other schoolwork a lot more.  With 
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that, you can achieve better grades and get more career opportunities as a 
result.

(The LOS) enables you to get a degree, which opens up tons of doors for 
career opportunities.  Just allowing me to not worry about financial aid, 
and just to concentrate on my studies.  And if I concentrate on my studies, 
I do better on grades, and if I do better on grades, then I have more 
opportunities for internships.  Some people don’t even interview you if 
you don’t have a high G.P.A, so, it’s definitely related.  

Similar to the freshman (choice) participants, the senior (persistence) 

participants found that LOS eased the burdens on their families considerably.  

Although many of their families, like many minority families, preferred they stay 

closer to home (Kern, 2000; Stewart and Post, 1990), the financial aid in 

particular helped them support the students’ decisions to attend U.T. Austin.  As 

one student said, “LOS affected support from family and friends.  They’re 

depending on me to use the money wisely.”  Other students gave several 

examples of the effect of LOS on their families as well:

The scholarship definitely motivates you to come here.  We were going to 
go to college regardless, but the Longhorn Scholarship makes (people) 
say, ‘She did good in school, so she can go to college’, so it kind of 
motivated my parents.  They didn’t have a problem giving me money, 
because I got money to pay for room and board, and stuff.  I wouldn’t say 
they supported me more because I got a scholarship, but the fact that I 
accepted it and came here…they supported my decision to do that.

My getting the scholarship gave them so (many) more reasons to try 
harder to get more income and more financial aid.  I’m here, and the 
scholarship is covering part of my tuition, so I think it influences my 
family to try harder to give me more assistance.  
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As discussed in chapter II (Guerard, 2002; Nunez, 2000; The choice-income 

squeeze, 1998), low-income, first-generation and/or minority students often attend 

community colleges simply because they cannot afford four year institutions.  

Some of the students acknowledged that the LOS helped them choose U.T. over a 

community college:

LOS affected support from family.  The financial support helped them.  
Absolutely.  A lot of people in my community start off in junior college, 
because that’s cheaper.  And then it’s just so hard to push yourself in 
junior college and apply to a four year university.  I was able to come 
straight here, because it was a lot cheaper than what I would have had to 
pay without a scholarship.

Just as the financial aid of the LOS assisted the students, the other 

academic and social support from the Longhorn Scholars Program helped as well.  

When speaking about persistence, the senior students credited the Longhorn 

Scholars Program with helping them graduate.  Although the retention rate of 

LOS students is comparable or even slightly higher than those of traditional 

students (L. Gilbert, personal communication, November, 2003), students still felt 

that the small classes and extra attention from the advisors helped them through 

times when they wanted to drop out.  Students were especially appreciative of the 

advisors:  

Connexus and all those groups have a lot of activities for people to get 
involved in.  They have these socials where you get to meet your advisors 
one on one, and the other people in Connexus.  So I attended some of 
those.  I got to meet advisors, professionals and students.
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Because of their appreciation for getting the scholarship, the seniors developed 

some of the self-motivation needed for persistence.  As one student said, “I have a 

responsibility to the people who gave me this opportunity.  And that motivated me 

to keep trying.”

Primary Driver:  Good Professors  

Although most senior students acknowledged that they rarely socialized 

with their professors, they credited them with developing their leadership, self-

motivation, and job opportunities.  Because of the large influence that professors 

had on the professional development of the students, this affinity was the second 

primary driver for the seniors (focus on persistence).  The professors helped the 

students persist at U.T. Austin by helping them to develop the leadership and 

other skills that shaped the students’ self-confidence.

Rather than just lecturing, the students’ professors helped develop their 

leadership by encouraging them to think for themselves and take charge of 

situations.  The small Connexus classes helped the respondents develop more of a 

one on one relationship with the professors.  The following quotes express some 

ways the professors helped bring out their leadership abilities:

Truly good professors make you think rather than doing everything they 
say.  They allow you the opportunity to think on your own.  They help you 
figure it out rather than just accept what’s in the book.

I think (the professors) can challenge you, if you’re not already a leader, to 
take a step to become a leader.  Especially in the business world, it’s 
necessary to be aggressive.  So I’ve seen people who weren’t really 
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aggressive, but through teamwork or assignments (the professors) bring 
that out of you.  They put you in groups, good professors do, and in the 
real world, you’re (going to) be in that situation.  You’re not going to be 
working by yourself the entire time.  So they try and process your team 
working skills, but there has to be a leader in a team, so I think it gives 
you an opportunity to use your leadership skills and to brush those up or to 
develop them if you don’t have a lot of them.

Similarly, professors helped the students develop their self-motivation, 

which was essential in their persistence.  The following quotes describe how 

professors helped students develop confidence in themselves, which led to strong 

self-motivation:

It goes back to professors allowing you to think for yourself.  When you 
think for yourself, you have a lot more confidence in yourself and your 
abilities.  That allows you to feel more confident in what you do.

Good professors affect self-motivation.  Because like in class you ask a 
question, and the way the professor responds, tells you whether you feel 
comfortable or uncomfortable to speak in class.  So how the professor 
responds to you as a person whether you’re a person of color or 
Caucasian, that motivates you to stand in class or not, and take the
opportunity to learn more about the class you’re taking.

I think (professors) just challenge you to become a better student, to think 
in different ways that you wouldn’t have thought.  That’s motivating to 
me, to constantly grow in your education, and just challenging who you 
are.  To me, that’s a good part of becoming more self-
motivated….becoming more educated.  So good professors know how to 
tap into that.

Good professors affect self-motivation, because the professors, they push 
you and motivate you to do better, or to think.  You know, maybe to get 
interested in this career or that career.  I have a lot of professors that kind 
of motivated me to do my work, because it was boring.  (You think), 
what’s the point of doing the work?  I’m still not going to understand how 
to do it, but if you have good professors that give you extra time and make 
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the curriculum relate to your interests then that kind of motivates you to 
do the work and to kind of do more then what’s really needed to get an A 
or a B.

Just as the senior students felt their professors affected their self-

motivation and leadership, they also felt that good professors added to the prestige 

of the school.  This was important because the prestige of U.T. served as a 

motivating factor for keeping them in school:

Good professors influence prestige.  I think the better professors we bring 
in, the better classes we’re (going to) get, and the more prestigious our 
program’s (going to) be.  Even in PPA (Professional Program in 
Accounting), our professors are really smart and incredible at teaching, 
and I think that’s (important) in what students leave with.  And once they 
leave, they can pass the CPA (Certified Public Accountant) exam, or they 
can succeed in the workplace, and that only makes our school more 
prestigious.  I definitely think they help with the prestige.

You know if I went to a school and I didn’t like (any) of the professors 
that would make me lower the value of the school.  Here I’ve had 
probably about 85% good professors and that makes me tell other people 
they should come here, just because there are good teachers.  The overall 
college might not be the best, but the professors are just a sub-unit of the 
university, so the professors basically make the prestige of the university 
what it is.

If a university has good professors than I could see an impact on the 
prestige of the university.  When I talk about UT to other people who do 
not attend this university, I almost always talk about how different 
professors have helped me.

Secondary Drivers, Feedback Loops and Secondary Outcomes

As seen in the Senior (Persistence) SID, both leadership and social life 

were secondary drivers of the system.  Both of these affinities were important, 

because they were present in two feedback loops within the SID.  Northcutt 
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(2003) defines a feedback loop as “a system of at least three affinities, where 

there is a relationship from an element present later in the system to one present 

earlier in the system (Northcutt, 2003, 2:9)”.  The first feedback loop (Figure 

5.03), consisting of social life, leadership, support from family and friends, and 

self-motivation was referred to by the researcher as “Sense of Community 

Motivates Persistence.”  The second feedback loop (Figure 5.04), consisting of 

social life, leadership, prestige, and self-motivation, was referred to by the 

researcher as “Leadership Builds Prestige.”  Both feedback loops have three 

affinities in common—social life, leadership, and self-motivation (a secondary 

outcome).
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Figure 5.03:  “Sense of Community Motivates Persistence” Feedback Loop

“Sense of Community Motivates Persistence” Feedback Loop

Sense of Community Motivates Persistence describes what its name 

implies—the more support one has from involvement with one’s family and 

university community, the more confident (s)he becomes in developing the 

leadership and self-motivation needed to persist.  Just as professors helped 

students develop those skills, support from family, friends, professional 

organizations, and other networks helped the students build their confidence.  

Ultimately, that confidence helps students make it through the times they feel like 

dropping out. 
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Because social life and leadership were secondary drivers in the system, 

these affinities, especially social life, drive the feedback loop as well.  Although 

the senior participants referred to social life as participation in organizations, they 

were talking about a sense of community, or the need to identify with the 

university, in a larger sense.  According to McDonald (2002), Brazzell (2001) 

noted that college students, who need more than academics from their 

universities, search for a community in which they will have a sense of belonging 

to the university.  If they fail to achieve that sense of identity, they are more likely 

to abandon their institutions, or even their educations (Brazzell, 2001; McDonald, 

2002).  

In building an identity with U.T. Austin, senior (persistence) LOS 

participants relied on their leadership to establish connections with the university 

community.  Several students credited their organizations with helping them 

develop their leadership skills.  Specifically, the senior students built their 

leadership skills by becoming officers in social organizations and by participating 

in the university; thereby, increasing their identity with the university community, 

and thus, their sense of community:

Having a social life, or the organizations, gives leaders an opportunity to 
become more involved in the school.  But I also think if you get more 
involved in organizations you develop skills, so I think they’re inter-
related.  I happened to lead a lot in high school, in social organizations, so 
I got burned out.  So I didn’t really want to do that when I came here.  But 
I think people who didn’t do that in high school never had that opportunity 
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here, and there are so many organizations here.  Anything you can do, they 
have it.  So…I think it’s a good opportunity to develop (leadership) skills.

Social life affects leadership, because all the student organizations
influenced me to step up and become a leader within the organization.  In 
my freshman year, I was a chairperson, but by my junior year, I was 
already an officer.  So, social life has a lot of influence on leadership.

Student organizations allow opportunities for students to develop 
leadership styles through practical experience by holding offices within 
the organization.  This semester I was the top person for the organization 
that I’m in.

Like social life, leadership directly influenced several affinities, including 

support from family and friends and self-motivation.  Because some of the 

students were first-generation students, they felt that they had to be role models 

for their younger brothers and sisters, other individuals in the community, or 

younger students from their high schools:

I’m the oldest, and I’m the first to attend college, so I guess it’s only 
natural of me to be a leader.  I’m a leader for my brothers, and I’m a 
leader here on campus.  I have a fifteen-year-old brother, and he wants to 
come to U.T.  So, he’s always asking me questions, and he joined student 
organizations in high school.  I was telling him to make sure to do this in 
high school, and make sure to take A.P. classes and join as many 
organizations as you can, and be involved in community service as much 
as you can.  I’ve already been through it, and I can tell him my mistakes 
and the things I didn’t do.

In the case of self-motivation, a secondary outcome, taking on leadership 

roles gave the students more confidence to believe in themselves.  Furthermore, 

the students felt that because so many people looked up to them, they simply 

could not afford to fail:
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Leadership affects self-motivation, (because) if you’re a leader on campus 
or in an organization, that motivates you.  You carry yourself a certain 
way and make sure your grades are good, because if you’re a leader, 
you’re a role model for other people.  So that kind of motivates you to do 
better, to stay on top.

I think leadership affects self-motivation, because you have so many 
people looking up at you, so you think, ‘Man, if I give up now I’m going 
to disappoint so many people.’  So…being a leader on campus and for my 
family helps me to motivate myself to keep going so I won’t disappoint a 
lot of people.

Although self-motivation was a secondary outcome and support from 

family and friends was a pivot, quite a few students said that those affinities 

affected leadership.  Specifically, the students indicated that the support from 

their families gave them the strength to take on leadership roles.  Similarly, they 

felt that self-motivated students were the ones who took on leadership roles in the 

first place.  For that reason, self-motivation and leadership were conflicting 

relationships for some students; however, a slightly higher majority of 

participants defined the relationships with leadership affecting support from 

family and friends and self-motivation.
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Figure 5.04:  “Leadership Builds Prestige” Feedback Loop

“Leadership Builds Prestige” Feedback Loop

Figure 5.04 shows the structure of the feedback loop labeled “Leadership 

Builds Prestige”.  Like “Sense of Community Motivates Persistence”, the 

feedback loop of “Leadership Builds Prestige” contained the three affinities social 

life, leadership, and self-motivation, but the difference was the fourth element—

prestige.  Prestige, like self-motivation, was a secondary outcome in the senior 

mindmap.  There was no circulator/pivot in this loop, although the “Sense of 

Community Motivates Persistence” feedback loop had a pivot.  
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Similar to the other feedback loop, leadership and social life helped build 

self-motivation, which helped with persistence.  However, prestige also played an 

important role.  Prestige had two functions in this loop: 1) building self-

confidence through self-motivation increases the prestige of the student, and 2) 

the prestige of the university gives the students more motivation to finish.  In the 

case of prestige of the university motivating students, prestige actually drove self-

motivation, because students felt they needed to succeed at a prestigious 

university in order to get the best career opportunities.

When students referred to their own prestige, and by inference, their 

identity with the university (or sense of community), they usually pointed out that 

their leadership made them more prestigious.  As a result, they were more 

confident in themselves.  According to one student:

My leadership skills are one of the reasons I got this scholarship.  The 
scholarship brought me prestige.  Not only this scholarship but for other 
ones that I got.  When you are able to bring your leadership skills to the 
classroom it helps build a good image and a prestigious one.

Another student pointed out that there was more to life than studying:

If my leadership skills are noticed at U.T., those two combinations help 
you greatly. Many people think that it’s such a hard school where you 
have study the entire time. Being able to do other things while going to 
such a school shows your hard work and dedication.
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Yet another student pointed out that the leadership of U.T. students in general 

helped earn the university its reputation, by saying, “I think that the leadership of 

the students makes a difference.  This is more of an activist campus, and that sort 

of brings up the prestige of the school.”

In other cases, students referred to the prestige of the university, as being 

instrumental to their persistence.  For example, they usually referred to the 

university’s prestige increasing their self-motivation.  They were determined to 

get a degree from a prestigious university.  One student pointed out the benefits of 

graduating from U.T. Austin:

(U.T. Austin is) such a good school.  I think you have so much at your 
fingertips.  You just motivate yourself.  There’s so much available, and so 
I think coming in to such a school that offers so much, that has such a 
good name, that produces such great students, and has such great 
professors helps with career opportunities, and just life in general.

Furthermore, some students equated prestige with graduation.  Not only 

did the students want to graduate for their families, they wanted it for themselves.  

One student described how the prestige of graduation helped her stay in school:

I guess you can hope graduation is like a prestigious moment.  Since that’s 
held with like high honor, I’m self-motivated to get there.  Whereas not 
graduating, it’s not held with prestige, so it’s not even an option for me.  
I’m motivated to graduate and to not only graduate, but to graduate with 
honors.  

Finally, prestige could refer to both the student and the university.  One 

student noted that while the business school is prestigious, the students who 
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graduate from that school add to its prestige.  Just as the feedback loop suggests, 

leadership can lead to more prestigious students, while the reputation of the 

school can motivate those students at the same time:

I think the leadership of the business school and just what they produce, 
definitely affects the prestige of the school.  The business school is very 
prestigious, and it’s very hard to get in.  That’s because (the business 
school) can be so selective so they can pick the good leaders.  

When examining either feedback loop, one can observe that the sense of 

community, or identity with the university, created by both social life and 

leadership, has a strong influence on the confidence and motivation of students, 

leading to their successful persistence.  Although social life ultimately influenced 

leadership in the senior (persistence) SID (Figure 5.02), several students who 

were interviewed had actually defined the relationship as leadership affects social 

life.  Even in those cases, however, the students recognized their responsibility to 

their community, as one senior noted:

…if you’re a leader in your social life there are things you shouldn’t do in 
public.  If I’m a leader I shouldn’t be at a party drunk.  I think your 
leadership should affect your social responsibilities in public.  If you’re a 
leader, you shouldn’t be doing drugs at work.  If you’re a leader, you 
shouldn’t be hanging around people who are known for fighting, or people 
who or known for being disrespectful.  Leadership affects your social life 
in a positive way, but your social life can affect your leadership in a 
negative way.    
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Primary Outcome:  Career Opportunities

Not surprisingly, career opportunities turned out to be the sole primary 

outcome in the senior (persistence) SID, because the seniors, being close to 

graduation, were concerned about getting jobs after finishing school.  Unlike the 

secondary outcomes, the affinity of career opportunities was not present in the 

feedback loops; however, the element of prestige in the feedback loops had a 

major effect on career opportunities.  In fact, seniors credited the prestige of U.T. 

Austin with helping them get a job after graduation.  The desire to obtain a good 

job gave one respondent the motivation to persist:

I think (prestige is) a relatively big factor, because if you went to a school 
that didn’t have that prestige, companies aren’t coming to hire you.  I 
think in some ways you start doubting yourself because no one’s hiring 
you.  And I think because of the prestige of the school, the career 
opportunities are more because you are at this great school.  You always 
want the opportunity to make the best of yourself.  So I think prestige is a 
great thing U.T. has that gives you the opportunity to motivate yourself.

Comparison of Freshman (Choice) and Senior (Persistence) System Influence 
Diagrams

Both the freshmen and seniors identified eight affinities regarding the 

questions raised in their perspective focus groups.  While some of the affinities 

were the same (LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program, social life, career opportunities, 

prestige, and support from family and friends), some of the others were different.  

Specifically, location, large size and diversity were present in the freshman 

mindmap, but were not mentioned by the seniors.  On the other hand, the seniors 

discussed good professors, leadership, and self-motivation while those affinities 
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were not discussed by the freshmen.  The seniors’ mindmap was slightly more 

complicated, which was expected considering that seniors have more university 

experience than the freshmen.  In this section, the similarities and differences 

between the mindmaps are discussed.

Structural Comparison

The following affinities appeared on both the freshman (choice) and senior 

(persistence) mindmap, i.e., they affected both choice and persistence:

• Career Opportunities

• Prestige

• LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program

• Social Life

• Support from Family and Friends (included high school teachers 

and counselors for the freshmen)

From the two sets of interviews, career opportunities and prestige held 

essentially the same meanings for both sets of participants.  Although the 

freshmen had not yet participated in internships or recruiting activities, they fully 

intended to do so later.  Like the senior (persistence) participants, the freshmen 

recognized the importance of prestige, stating that one of the main reasons they 

chose U.T. was because they felt the school’s reputation would help them secure a 
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good job after graduation.  Both the freshmen and the seniors related prestige to 

career opportunities, as the following students said:

I guessed it pushed me more.  I wanted to be out here, even though I want 
to go back home, but I know if I graduate from here people are more likely 
to hire me.  People who hire me, they’ll say, ‘Oh you’re from U.T.  You’ll 
do more because it’s a better college.’  It’s big, it’s Austin, good football 
team, it’s very challenging, and you’re more likely to get a better job if 
you come here.  I heard good things about it.  I just knew (going to U.T.) 
was something I had to do.  I don’t want to be a bum.  I want to be a 
person who has a job.  I’m trying really hard to get into the business 
school.  That’s the main reason I came here.  When I didn’t get accepted 
that was a huge turn-down.

My mom and my uncle wanted me to get a job in Texas.  It will look 
better on my resume if I come from the University of Texas rather than an 
HBCU.  If you plan on staying in Texas, you should give A&M or U.T. a 
try.  (U.T.) wasn’t a country town college that’s not known for anything.  
People go here to get an education.  I know I can easily get a job once I 
graduate.

The other three affinities, LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program, social life, 

and support from family and friends held slightly different meanings for the two 

groups.  As expected, the LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program was a primary driver 

in both systems, although the freshman participants addressed the affinity more in 

terms of why they chose U.T., while the seniors focused on how the scholarship 

helped them persist.  For the freshmen, the financial aid from the scholarship 

appeared to be the most important factor in choosing U.T. Austin.  In fact, several 

freshman students said they would never have attended U.T. had they not received 

the scholarship.  Although they appreciated the significance of the Longhorn 

Scholars Program in terms of making the choice of U.T. Austin possible, they did 
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not yet appear to fully recognize how crucial the support would be in their 

persistence.  The seniors, however, had benefited from the financial aid and 

utilized the services of the Longhorn Scholars Program to a fuller extent, from the 

Connexus classes to the peer mentors.  They credited the Longhorn Scholars 

Program with helping them develop the leadership and self-motivation they 

needed to persist.  Even though the seniors talked about persistence, they did 

acknowledge that they and their families, like those of the freshmen (choice) 

participants, appreciated how the scholarship eased their financial burdens.  

Therefore, the scholarship played a prominent role in their decision to attend U.T. 

as well.  In any case, both sets of students praised the financial aid offered by 

LOS as well as the social and academic support offered by the Longhorn Scholars 

Program and Connexus.

Although the LOS was a common primary driver in both systems, the 

other primary drivers were different.  While location and large size were primary 

drivers in the freshman mindmap, these affinities (drivers) were not mentioned by 

the seniors.   In fact, the affinity of good professors, which was not identified by 

the freshmen, was the other primary driver in the senior mindmap.  Perhaps 

professors were not mentioned by the freshmen because the freshmen would not 

have known any professors when choosing U.T.  Actually, the seniors referred 

more to the relationships they developed in class with the professors rather than 
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just their reputations.  Although the prestige of U.T. (and by inference, the 

professors) appears to be important, the good professors affinity was not 

identified as a factor in the freshman participants’ decision to attend U.T. Austin.  

Location and large size, affinities that factored in the freshman participants’ 

choice of U.T., were not specifically identified by the seniors; however, the large 

size affinity did include some quality elements similar to the good professors 

affinity identified by the seniors.  

The other two affinities that the two groups shared in common included 

social life and support from family and friends.  Although the seniors credited 

their social life with helping them persist, they focused more on their leadership

roles within their organizations rather than just the social climate of Austin.  The 

freshmen addressed at some length the social climate in giving meaning to this 

affinity.  In other words, the freshmen seemed more interested in making friends 

and learning more about the social climate of Austin, while the seniors were 

obviously interested in making connections through their social organizations.  

More importantly, the seniors sought to build connections that might lead to 

career opportunities.  Although all the seniors interviewed participated in 

organizations, some of the freshmen were still getting used to U.T. and had not 

yet participated in student organizations.  However, most of the freshmen said 
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they fully intended to participate in clubs or other social organizations as soon as 

they settled into the university.  

Like social life, the students’ families and friends were crucial in both 

choosing U.T. as well as persisting.  While the freshmen were trying to please 

their families by choosing a university closer to home, the seniors relied on their 

families to give them support when they felt like dropping out.  Likewise, the 

freshmen needed the support of their families when they decided to attend U.T.  

Similarly, high school counselors influenced the freshmen in choosing U.T. 

Austin, since counselors provided much needed guidance when family members 

did not know much about the university or university choice.  Several Hispanic 

students in this study credited teachers or counselors with encouraging them to 

attend U.T. Austin, supporting an earlier study (Ceja, 2000) that high school 

personnel sometimes have more influence on college choice of students than their 

families simply because the families do not know much about universities.  

The affinities that the freshmen discussed that were not addressed by the 

seniors were location, large size, and diversity.  As mentioned before, location 

and large size would probably not be that crucial to persistence.  Students could 

have problems persisting at any university.  Perhaps a large university like U.T. 

might offer more help, but that issue was not addressed by the seniors, probably 

because the seniors had help readily available to them from the Longhorn 
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Scholars Program.  In a sense, since the seniors are in small classes and have 

received individual attention throughout their years at U.T. Austin, the size of the 

university in terms of ability to provide such assistance had little or no bearing on 

their perspective on persistence.

Although diversity was not named as an affinity crucial to persistence, the 

seniors clearly thought it was very important to their satisfaction in general.  Like 

the freshmen, they associated the diversity of U.T. with high prestige, which was 

a factor in their persistence.  As one senior student said, “I think this school is 

really diverse, and a lot of that is due to the scholarship program.  Diversity 

makes the school more prestigious.”  In fact, the seniors, like the freshmen, 

credited LOS with enhancing the diversity that made the school prestigious in 

their eyes:

I think the scholarship makes the school more prestigious, because it 
brings minorities in.  I used to think (the university) needed to have a 
certain amount of minorities here, so they needed the scholarship.  So at 
first I was thinking of the scholarship as kind of negative, because it was 
their way of getting us here.  But I guess the diversity does make it more 
prestigious. 

By them having that scholarship, certain minorities can come here.  That 
says a lot about the school and their intent to get more minorities.   

Just as the freshmen named some affinities that were absent in the senior 

mindmap, the seniors named a few affinities that were not mentioned by the 

freshmen, namely good professors, leadership, and self-motivation.  As 



189

mentioned previously, although the freshmen probably knew little about the 

professors when they chose U.T. Austin, they did acknowledge that the small 

classes offered by Connexus helped them know their professors better.  However, 

for seniors, good professors played a role in persistence, because of their role in 

developing traits such as leadership and self-motivation.  

In reference to leadership, that affinity was not mentioned by the 

freshmen, although many of them, such as the first-generation students who 

wished to be examples to their community, were leaders.  Perhaps leadership was 

overlooked as being crucial to college choice because the freshmen were not yet 

as active in student organizations.  Although freshmen indicated they would be 

joining organizations soon, they were more interested in settling into the 

university during their first year.  However, leadership appeared to be crucial in 

the persistence of students, as perceived by senior LOS students.  

Theoretical Comparison Between Freshman (Choice) and Senior 
(Persistence) SIDS

Obviously, the biggest difference between the two mindmaps was the 

presence of the feedback loops, “Sense of Community Motivates Persistence” and 

“Leadership Builds Prestige”, in the senior SID.    Although freshmen were 

influenced by the wishes of their families and teachers, i.e. they needed support in 

the choice of a university, the family support described by the seniors in persisting 

at the university affected other affinities more than the family support discussed 
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by the freshmen.  In fact, support from family and friends was a pivot in the 

senior mindmap, while it was the primary outcome in the freshman mindmap.  In 

the case of freshmen, they considered their families’ wishes when choosing a 

university.  Seniors, however, were more concerned with receiving moral support 

from their families and friends when they felt like dropping out.  Obviously, while 

support from family is as vital in persistence as when students choose their 

university, other factors actually influence family support more in the issue of 

choice of a school.  

Social life had a slightly different role in the two mindmaps as well.  As 

discussed previously, while the freshmen saw social life as more of an 

opportunity for making friends and having fun, this affinity was crucial in 

developing leadership and self-motivation in seniors, two traits that strongly 

affected their persistence.  Leadership and self-motivation, in turn, affect the 

social relationships of senior students.  Likewise, the support of family and 

friends aids in developing leadership and self-motivation as well.  For seniors, the 

affinities of leadership and social life helped build an identity with the university, 

or sense of community, that gave the seniors the motivation to persist so that they 

would not let that community down. 

The presence of prestige in “Leadership Builds Prestige” goes back to the 

prestige affinity as describing the prestige of the student and the university at the 

same time.  When the freshmen spoke about prestige, they usually referred to the 
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prestige of the university or its programs as factors in influencing the choice of a 

university.  Seniors talked a great deal more about how their leadership and self-

motivation made them more marketable.  Although they also acknowledged the 

prestige of the university, they realized the importance of developing their own 

reputation through leadership and participation in the university so they could get 

better jobs and better opportunities in general.

Like social life and family support, the Longhorn Opportunity 

Scholarship/Longhorn Scholars program held a slightly different meaning for the 

freshman (choice) and senior (persistence) participants.  Most notably, while both 

groups acknowledged the importance of financial aid from the Longhorn 

Opportunity Scholarship in both choice and persistence, the seniors appeared to 

recognize the importance of the academic and social support offered by the 

Longhorn Scholars Program more than the freshmen.  While the freshmen had 

utilized many of the services offered by the Longhorn Scholars Program, some of 

them seemed unaware of the services in high school and even in college.  For 

example, several freshmen had never utilized the Longhorn Scholars Mentoring 

Program, while most seniors either had mentors or served as mentors themselves.
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Summary

The first research question, as stated in Chapter I, asked “How do LOS 

students choose a college?”  Obviously, financial aid appeared to be the biggest 

factor, at least where LOS freshmen were concerned.  Even though the Longhorn 

Scholars Program offered students many reasons for choosing U.T. Austin, 

including participation in Connexus, mentoring, and advising, the financial aid 

offered by the university appeared to be the key determinant in the participants’ 

choosing U.T. Austin.  Perhaps financial aid would not have been as large of a 

factor if this study examined wealthy or middle-class participants.  However, 

financial aid is crucial for low-income students (Alexander, 2001; Amaury, 2001; 

McPherson and Schapiro, 1998).  Other factors, as discussed in the literature 

review and throughout this study, included family preferences, location, size of 

the university, prestige, career opportunities, diversity, and social life.  Traditional 

students at U.T. Austin were also influenced by prestige, career opportunities, 

location, and social life as well when choosing the university (Hanson et al, 

1998).  However, LOS recipients, like other minority students, were also strongly 

influenced by family preferences (Saggio, 2000, Smith, 2001) and cultural 

sensitivity of the university (Bonner, 2001; Evans et al, 2000; Stikes, 1998).  

Because the freshman (choice) participants identified U.T. Austin’s diversity as a 

reason they chose the university, they were obviously satisfied with the 

university’s attention to cultural issues.  Furthermore, the fact that the university 
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offered the LOS gave their families more reason to support their decision to 

choose U.T. Austin.  In other words, U.T. Austin has made successful attempts to 

reach out to gifted but disadvantaged students through attention to diversity.  

Programs such as the Longhorn Scholars Program help prepare students 

academically and make them socially comfortable.  As a result, talented, under-

represented students have responded by choosing U.T. Austin as their 

undergraduate institution.      

The second research question was “What factors influence persistence for 

LOS students?”  Obviously, some of the factors impacting persistence for seniors 

were the same as the freshmen’s reasons for choosing U.T., such as the 

LOS/Longhorn Scholars Program, career opportunities, prestige, social life, and 

support from family and friends.  There were also a couple of distinct or unique 

factors—good professors, leadership, and self-motivation. While the freshmen 

acknowledged the importance of the Longhorn Scholars Program, they seemed 

more interested in the financial aid, while the seniors appeared to understand the 

importance of the academic and social support, offered by the Longhorn Scholars 

Program, to their persistence at U.T. Austin.  Although freshman students may not 

yet realize the importance of being academically and socially prepared for a 

challenging university, U.T. Austin has realized that offering money alone does 

not necessarily keep students in college.  No matter how intelligent students may 

be, they should be prepared to handle the rigorous curriculum associated with 
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prestigious institutions such as U.T. Austin.  The presence of academic and social 

support provided by the Longhorn Scholars Program, along with supportive 

faculty, ample career preparation, and the availability of social organizations 

gives students at U.T. Austin the tools they need to persist to graduation.  

Although the student ultimately bears the final responsibility for utilizing those 

services, the university has made them available and students who have used 

those services have successfully persisted (L. Gilbert, personal communication, 

November, 2003).

The final research question asked, “What is the relationship between 

decision-making regarding choice of a college and persistence?”  Obviously, five 

of the eight factors mentioned by both groups (career opportunities, support from 

family and friends, social life, prestige, and the Longhorn Opportunity 

Scholarship/Longhorn Scholars Program) were the same.  Therefore, LOS 

students appear to be finding what they were looking for when selecting the 

University of Texas at Austin and continuing on to graduation.  Even though 

social life had a slightly different context in the two mindmaps, the fact that it 

showed up in both systems suggests that students want more than just academics 

out of their college experience.  Furthermore, even though LOS students have 

access to many services through Connexus, these students need some support 

from outside their LOS network, such as social organizations, family guidance, 
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peer support, and assistance from academic advisors or personal counselors in 

order to persist to graduation.

In the case of academics, both groups seemed pleased with the many 

majors and departments available to them, as well as the high prestige of the 

university.  Because the students were high quality students, they wanted to attend 

a college with a high academic reputation as well as a diverse social atmosphere 

that would allow them ample career opportunities after graduation.  For the LOS 

students in this study, the expectations with which they entered U.T., as reflected 

through the mindmaps of the freshman participants in the study, seemed to be 

fulfilled as they made it to their senior year, as reflected through the mindmaps of 

the senior LOS participants in the study. 

Conclusions and Research Implications

 Although this study was limited to LOS recipients at the University of 

Texas at Austin, it provides a useful example of how a group of disadvantaged but 

talented students chose their university, and how they relied on the choices they 

made to persist toward graduation.  Although unsuccessful students often have 

unrealistic expectations, LOS students, who are high quality students, represent 

the type of students who know what they are looking for in an undergraduate 

institution.  Furthermore, the opportunity that the LOS gives these students to 

attend a prestigious university allows them to study at a university that might 

otherwise be inaccessible to them. For these reasons, LOS students serve as an 
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ideal study population for administrators who want to know what disadvantaged 

but talented students look for in a college.  At the same time, administrators at 

U.T. Austin obviously realize that offering scholarships alone does not guarantee 

student success; therefore, administrators at U.T. Austin developed the Longhorn 

Scholars Program to assist students with academic and social barriers that could 

have prevented the students from persisting.

Because LOS students are typically low-income, first-generation, and/or 

minority students, they face many of the same barriers as other students with 

similar disadvantaged backgrounds.  Most of the participants readily admitted that 

they would never have been able to attend U.T. had they not received the LOS.  

Furthermore, because LOS recipients were largely from inner-city schools, they 

often did not have the academic background to prepare them for college, much 

less a difficult institution like U.T. Austin.  As discussed in Chapter II, Padilla 

(2001) emphasized the importance of recognizing barriers in the persistence of 

economically and academically disadvantaged students.  Although lack of 

nurturing barriers, such as lack of family support or academic support, can be 

detrimental to minority students (Padilla, 2001), programs such as the Longhorn 

Scholars Mentor Program and the advising offered by Connexus give LOS 

recipients emotional and academic support that might not be available if they did 

not participate in the Longhorn Scholars Program.  Similarly, resource barriers, 
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specifically the lack of financial support (Padilla, 2001), are eased by funds from 

the Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship.      

By reducing academic, economic, and social barriers, the LOS and the 

Longhorn Scholars Program offer disadvantaged but gifted students the academic 

and social support they need to succeed at U.T. Austin.  Because of that support, 

the students are more likely to persist.  Because LOS students have persisted at 

rates equal to or better than traditional students (L. Gilbert, personal 

communication, November 2003), they serve as a valuable group when looking at 

the factors that lead to persistence.  Most of the factors that lead LOS participants 

to choose U.T. Austin also seem to be responsible for their persistence toward 

graduation.  As mentioned previously, the factors that were different between 

freshmen and seniors were not surprising---qualities like leadership and self-

motivation would be expected to develop more after matriculation.  However, 

those qualities are often developed by factors such as social life and the Longhorn 

Scholars Program, which were factors that affected why LOS students chose U.T. 

Austin initially.

As discussed in the literature review, according to Tinto (1975), peer 

relationships play a crucial role in social integration, which greatly increases the 

prospects a student will persist to graduation.  The findings from this study 

support his findings, as the senior students credited their student organizations 

with helping them develop the leadership skills needed to become successful.  
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Many of the students specifically credited the Longhorn Scholars Program with 

helping them develop the social skills needed to take on leadership roles in their 

organizations.  For example, participation in the Longhorn Scholars Mentor 

Program and Connexus helped the students adapt to the large and sometimes 

intimidating size of U.T. Austin.  Once the seniors were comfortable with the 

university, they were more likely to seek out leadership roles in student 

organizations and community projects and learn how to benefit from the positive 

aspects of large size.  Furthermore, because most of the students lived in 

residence halls, they had more access to social services, supporting Strauss and 

Volkvein’s (2004) study that found that students who live on campus may have 

higher persistence rates because of easier access to resources.

Just as the Longhorn Scholars Program helps students develop their 

leadership by developing social skills, the program is crucial in helping the 

students develop a positive relationship with faculty and administrators.  As 

discussed in the literature review (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1979; Tinto, 1975), 

having positive relationships with professors has a big effect on persistence.  If 

students feel comfortable with their professors, they are more likely to persist.  As 

seen in the results from the interviews with the seniors in their discussion of 

persistence, the students’ participation in Connexus classes gave them the 

opportunity to know their professors and foster positive relationships with them.  
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Furthermore, the students credited their good professors with helping develop 

their leadership.   

One should note, however, that all the students who were interviewed 

were obviously ambitious and expected to succeed.  One would probably not 

expect a non-ambitious student to choose a prestige institution such as U.T. 

Austin, much less succeed there.  This study, like the studies of Bonner (2001) 

and Padilla (2001), specifically deals with students motivated to succeed.  Perhaps 

they could have succeeded by attending a community college or a local 

institution, but the LOS and the Longhorn Scholars program certainly gave them 

an opportunity to thrive at a first-class university.  At the same time, the program 

assists the university in attracting diverse students who might not have had the 

opportunity to attend U.T. Austin without the assistance provided by the 

Longhorn Scholars Program.  Therefore, LOS and the Longhorn Scholars 

Program benefit both U.T. Austin and students from disadvantaged communities.  

The success of LOS students at U.T. Austin opens up possibilities that 

similar programs might be successful at other universities.  Although many 

universities offer financial aid to low-income students, they do not all offer the 

social and academic support that would increase the odds of such students 

persisting to graduation.  Although this study was institution-specific and the 

results cannot automatically be applied to other institutions, the success of U.T. 
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Austin’s Longhorn Scholars program, as demonstrated through this research, is 

sufficient to suggest that other universities look into developing similar programs 

of their own.  The success of high-risk students probably depends on such 

support, and further research could benefit both students and universities.  

When developing programs similar to LOS and the Longhorn Scholars 

Program, university administrators should look to the nexus between choice and 

persistence in order to design those programs.  Most importantly, a college or 

university should offer adequate financial assistance, so that students are not 

likely to drop out.  Most forms of financial aid such as loans and limited grants 

are typically inadequate (Paulsen and St. John, 2002).  One must note, however, 

that while any university can offer a student money, once the student matriculates, 

(s)he must decide if (s)he wants to or can persist at that institution (Paulsen and 

St. John, 1997).  If the university offers no additional assistance besides money, 

an under-prepared student may become frustrated, or simply fail, due to 

inadequate preparation.  Programs such as the Longhorn Scholars Program clearly 

increase the likelihood of persistence by offering academic and social support to 

students who might be under-prepared academically or intimidated by the size 

and complexity of the university. 

On a final note, financial aid and academics are not the only factors that 

influence how students choose a college or how they persist.  According to this 
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study, factors that influenced both choice and persistence included social life, 

career opportunities, and support from family and friends.  In working with 

academically, economically, or culturally disadvantaged students, administrators 

should be prepared to include the students’ families in both the decision making 

process of where the student attends school as well as in the college experience 

after matriculation, to the extent possible.  For example, programs such as the 

Longhorn Scholars Program could include activities for parents of students during 

the recruitment and admissions process, as well as during the freshman orientation 

and their college careers, the very kind of activities that for LOS seniors, 

impacted their sense of community, that is, their identity with the university, and 

therefore, their own sense of leadership and self-motivation to persist.  Critically, 

administrators should also encourage students to take part in campus activities, 

internships and other career enhancing opportunities.  Obviously, by intervening

early effectively in the college choice process in a student’s college career, 

administrators can make a big difference in whether or not these students persist 

to graduation.  

From the results of this research, it is clear that the reduction of financial 

barriers is the common element between choice and persistence, as demonstrated 

by the freshman and senior LOS students at U.T. Austin.  However, once 

financial barriers are attended to and institutional choice is made, those programs 
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and activities that enhance the students’ sense of community and identity with the 

university are critical to developing the self-confidence that results in self-

motivation for these students to persist to graduation.



Appendix A:  LOS Freshman (Choice) Interview Protocol

Part I. Axial Interview

In the focus group, we defined eight affinities that described why you chose U.T. 
Austin as your undergraduate institution. 

1.  Career Opportunities
This affinity referred to opportunities that will help you get a job after graduation, 
such as internships, recruiting, co-ops, and other opportunities.  

2.  Location
Location refers to the city of Austin and its proximity or distance from your 
hometown. 

3.  Large Size 
This affinity deals with whether the size of the university has been a positive or 
negative factor in your experience.   

4.  Prestige
The prestige of the university was a large factor for many students in choosing 
U.T. Austin.  In some cases, the students felt coming to U.T. made them more 
prestigious.  Please explain the role of prestige in your decision to attend U.T.

5.  Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship/Longhorn Scholars Program
This affinity deals with the social and academic support offered by Connexus as 
well as the financial aid you received.  

6.  Diversity
Some students wanted to see other cultures, while others simply wanted to know 
there were others like themselves at the university. 

7.  Social Life
Social life refers to clubs and student organizations, as well as the general social 
atmosphere of Austin such as the music scene or Sixth Street.
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8.  Encouragement/Support from Inner Circle
This affinity refers to support from family and friends, as well as support from 
high school teachers and counselors.

Part II. Theoretical Interview

Each affinity we identified may have a relationship to the others. Please examine 
each affinity to determine the direction of the relationship, if any. Tell me about 
the relationships between the affinities. 

1. Career Opportunities 
2. Location
3. Large Size
4. Prestige
5. Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship/Longhorn Scholars Program
6. Diversity
7. Social Life
8. Encouragement from Inner Circle
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Appendix B: LOS Senior (Persistence) Interview Protocol

Part I. Axial Interview

In the focus group, we defined eight affinities that described the factors that 
helped you persist at U.T. Austin. 

1.  Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship
This affinity deals with the social and academic support offered by Connexus as 
well as the financial aid you received.

2.  Good Professors
Good professors refers to positive relationships and interactions with faculty 
members. 

3.  Social Life
Social life refers to clubs and student organizations, as well as the general social 
atmosphere of Austin such as the music scene or Sixth Street.   

4.  Leadership
Several students took on active roles in their student organizations, such as being 
officers or helping to organize events.  Others referred to being role models for 
others.

5.  Career Opportunities
This affinity referred to opportunities that will help you get a job after graduation, 
such as internships, recruiting, co-ops, and other opportunities.  

6.  Prestige
The prestige of the university was a large factor for many students in persisting at 
U.T. Austin.  In some cases, the students felt coming to U.T. made them more 
prestigious.  Please explain the role of prestige in your decision to attend U.T. 

7.  Support from Family and Friends
This affinity refers to the outside support you get from your family and close 
friends when you need moral support, such as if you feel discouraged.

8.  Self-Motivation
This affinity refers to your belief in yourself.  Your faith or religious beliefs can 
also be included in this category if they affect how you motivate yourself.
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Part II. Theoretical Interview

Each affinity we identified may have a relationship to the others. Please examine 
each affinity to determine the direction of the relationship, if any. Tell me about 
the relationships between the affinities. 

1. Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship
2. Good Professors
3. Social Life
4. Leadership
5. Career Opportunities
6. Prestige
7. Support from Family and Friends
8. Self-Motivation
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Appendix C:  LOS Freshman (Choice) Pareto Chart

Affinity 
Pair 

Relationship
Frequency

Cumulative 
Frequency

Cumulative 
Percent 

(Relation)

Cumulative 
Percent 

(Frequency)
Power*

4  >  8 14 14 1.8 5.6 3.8

5  >  6 13 27 3.6 10.8 7.2

5  >  8 13 40 5.4 15.9 10.6

1  <  4 11 51 7.1 20.3 13.2

7  >  8 11 62 8.9 24.7 15.8
3  >  6 10 72 10.7 28.7 18.0

2  >  6 9 81 12.5 32.3 19.8

2  >  7 9 90 14.3 35.9 21.6

2  >  8 9 99 16.1 39.4 23.4

3  >  4 9 108 17.9 43.0 25.2

1  <  3 8 116 19.6 46.2 26.6
1  <  7 8 124 21.4 49.4 28.0

1  >  8 8 132 23.2 52.6 29.4

3  >  7 8 140 25.0 55.8 30.8

4  <  7 8 148 26.8 59.0 32.2

6  >  7 8 156 28.6 62.2 33.6

1  <  2 7 163 30.4 64.9 34.6

1  <  5 7 170 32.1 67.7 35.6

1  <  6 6 176 33.9 70.1 36.2

4  <  5 6 182 35.7 72.5 36.8

4  <  6 6 188 37.5 74.9 37.4

5  >  7 6 194 39.3 77.3 38.0

6  >  8 6 200 41.1 79.7 38.6

4  >  6 5 205 42.9 81.7 38.8*
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2  >  3 4 209 44.6 83.3 38.6

3  <  5 4 213 46.4 84.9 38.4

3  >  8 4 217 48.2 86.5 38.2

1  >  7 3 220 50.0 87.6 37.6

2  >  4 3 223 51.8 88.8 37.1

2  <  4 3 226 53.6 90.0 36.5

3  <  4 3 229 55.4 91.2 35.9

3  >  5 3 232 57.1 92.4 35.3

4  >  5 3 235 58.9 93.6 34.7

1  >  2 2 237 60.7 94.4 33.7

1  <  8 2 239 62.5 95.2 32.7

2  <  6 2 241 64.3 96.0 31.7

1  >  3 1 242 66.1 96.4 30.3

1  >  4 1 243 67.9 96.8 29.0

1  >  5 1 244 69.6 97.2 27.6

2  <  3 1 245 71.4 97.6 26.2

2  >  5 1 246 73.2 98.0 24.8

2  <  5 1 247 75.0 98.4 23.4

2  <  8 1 248 76.8 98.8 22.0

3  <  6 1 249 78.6 99.2 20.6

3  <  7 1 250 80.4 99.6 19.2

7  <  8 1 251 82.1 100.0 17.9

1  >  6 0 251 83.9 100.0 16.1

2  <  7 0 251 85.7 100.0 14.3

3  <  8 0 251 87.5 100.0 12.5

4  >  7 0 251 89.3 100.0 10.7

4  <  8 0 251 91.1 100.0 8.9

5  <  6 0 251 92.9 100.0 7.1

5  <  7 0 251 94.6 100.0 5.4

5  <  8 0 251 96.4 100.0 3.6
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6  <  7 0 251 98.2 100.0 1.8

6  <  8 0 251 100.0 100.0 0.0

Total 
Frequency 251

Equal Total 
Frequency

Equals 
100%

Equals 
100%

Power 

20% of the variables in a system will account for 80% of the total variation in 
outcomes.  The researcher sorted the relationships in descending order of 
frequency (total number of votes) and calculated cumulative frequencies and 
percentages in terms of both the total number of relationships, as well as the total 
number of votes (Northcutt, 2003).  The cumulative frequency is the running 
total.  The cumulative percent (relation) is based upon the number of total 
possible relationships.  The cumulative percent (frequency) is based upon the total 
votes cast.  Power is an index of the degree of optimization of the system and is 
the difference between cumulative percent (frequency) and cumulative percent 
(relation).  When deciding what relationships to include in the system, the power 
is examined to see where it reaches its maximum.  The highlighted row (*) 
represents the maximum power or the cutoff point of which affinities to 
include in the Inter-relationship Diagram (IRD).  Therefore, in this chart, the 
first 24 relationships were included. 
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Appendix D: LOS Freshman (Choice) Inter-relationship Diagram 
(IRD)

Freshman LOS Students’ Reasons for Choosing U.T. Austin
Tabular IRD

Affinity Name
1. Career Opportunities
2. Location
3. Large Size of University
4. Prestige
5. Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship
6. Diversity
7. Social Life
8. Encouragement from Inner Circle

IRD Sorted by Descending Delta Values

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 OUT IN ∆∆∆∆
5 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 5 0 5
2 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 4 0 4
3 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 4 0 4
6 ↑ ← ← ↑ ← ↑ ↑ 4 3 1
7 ↑ ← ← ↑ ← ← ↑ 3 4 -1 
4 ↑ ← ← ← ← ↑ 2 4 -2 
1 ← ← ← ← ← ← ↑ 1 6 -5 
8 ← ← ← ← ← ← 0 6 -6 

Count the number of up arrows (↑) or Outs
Count the number of left arrows (←) or Ins

Subtract the number of Ins from the Outs to determine the (∆) Deltas
∆ = Out- In
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Appendix E: LOS Senior (Persistence) Pareto Chart

Affinity 
Pair 

Relationship
Frequency

Cumulative 
Frequency

Cumulative 
Percent 

(Relation)

Cumulative 
Percent 

(Frequency)
Power*

2  >  5 9 9 1.8 5.1 3.3

5  <  8 9 18 3.6 10.1 6.5

7  >  8 9 27 5.4 15.2 9.8

1  >  7 8 35 7.1 19.7 12.5

4  >  5 8 43 8.9 24.2 15.2
2  >  6 7 50 10.7 28.1 17.4

2  >  8 7 57 12.5 32.0 19.5

3  >  4 7 64 14.3 36.0 21.7

1  >  3 6 70 16.1 39.3 23.3

1  >  5 6 76 17.9 42.7 24.8

1  >  6 6 82 19.6 46.1 26.4
4  >  6 6 88 21.4 49.4 28.0

1  >  8 5 93 23.2 52.2 29.0

2  >  4 5 98 25.0 55.1 30.1

3  >  5 5 103 26.8 57.9 31.1

3  >  6 5 108 28.6 60.7 32.1

4  >  8 5 113 30.4 63.5 33.1

5  <  6 5 118 32.1 66.3 34.1

3  <  8 4 122 33.9 68.5 34.6

4  >  7 4 126 35.7 70.8 35.1

4  <  8 4 130 37.5 73.0 35.5

5  >  6 4 134 39.3 75.3 36.0

5  <  7 4 138 41.1 77.5 36.5

6  >  8 4 142 42.9 79.8 36.9*

1  >  2 3 145 44.6 81.5 36.8
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1  >  4 3 148 46.4 83.1 36.7

4  <  7 3 151 48.2 84.8 36.6

6  <  8 3 154 50.0 86.5 36.5

2  <  4 2 156 51.8 87.6 35.9

2  <  6 2 158 53.6 88.8 35.2

2  >  7 2 160 55.4 89.9 34.5

3  <  5 2 162 57.1 91.0 33.9

3  >  7 2 164 58.9 92.1 33.2

3  >  8 2 166 60.7 93.3 32.5

6  >  7 2 168 62.5 94.4 31.9

1  <  2 1 169 64.3 94.9 30.7

1  <  4 1 170 66.1 95.5 29.4

1  <  8 1 171 67.9 96.1 28.2

2  >  3 1 172 69.6 96.6 27.0

3  <  4 1 173 71.4 97.2 25.8

3  <  6 1 174 73.2 97.8 24.5

3  <  7 1 175 75.0 98.3 23.3

5  >  7 1 176 76.8 98.9 22.1

5  >  8 1 177 78.6 99.4 20.9

6  <  7 1 178 80.4 100.0 19.6

1  <  3 0 178 82.1 100.0 17.9

1  <  5 0 178 83.9 100.0 16.1

1  <  6 0 178 85.7 100.0 14.3

1  <  7 0 178 87.5 100.0 12.5

2  <  3 0 178 89.3 100.0 10.7

2  <  5 0 178 91.1 100.0 8.9

2  <  7 0 178 92.9 100.0 7.1

2  <  8 0 178 94.6 100.0 5.4

4  <  5 0 178 96.4 100.0 3.6

4  <  6 0 178 98.2 100.0 1.8
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7  <  8 0 178 100.0 100.0 0.0

Total 
Frequency 178

Equal Total 
Frequency

Equals 
100%

Equals 
100%

Power 

20% of the variables in a system will account for 80% of the total variation in 
outcomes.  The researcher sorted the relationships in descending order of 
frequency (total number of votes) and calculated cumulative frequencies and 
percentages in terms of both the total number of relationships, as well as the total 
number of votes (Northcutt, 2003).  The cumulative frequency is the running 
total.  The cumulative percent (relation) is based upon the number of total 
possible relationships.  The cumulative percent (frequency) is based upon the total 
votes cast.  Power is an index of the degree of optimization of the system and is 
the difference between cumulative percent (frequency) and cumulative percent 
(relation).  When deciding what relationships to include in the system, the power 
is examined to see where it reaches its maximum.  The highlighted row (*) 
represents the maximum power or the cutoff point of which affinities to 
include in the Inter-relationship Diagram (IRD).  Therefore, in this chart, the 
first 24 relationships were included.
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Appendix F: LOS Senior (Persistence) Inter-relationship Diagram 
(IRD)

Senior LOS Students’ Reasons for Persisting at U.T. Austin
Tabular IRD

Affinity Name
1. LOS
2. Good Professors
3. Social Life
4. Leadership
5. Career Opportunities
6. Prestige
7. Support from Family and Friends
8. Self-Motivation

IRD Sorted by Descending Delta Values

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 OUT IN ∆∆∆∆
1 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 5 0 5
2 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 4 0 4
4 ← ← ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 4 2 2
3 ← ↑ ↑ ↑ ← 3 2 1
7 ← ← ↑ ↑ 2 2 0
6 ← ← ← ← ↑ ↑ 2 4 -2 
8 ← ← ↑ ← ↑ ← ← 2 5 -3 
5 ← ← ← ← ← ← ← 0 7 -7 

Count the number of up arrows (↑) or Outs
Count the number of left arrows (←) or Ins

Subtract the number of Ins from the Outs to determine the (∆) Deltas
∆ = Out- In
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