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Supervisor: Pedro Reyes 

This study analyzed trends in access and success of students admitted through 

the Top 10% admissions policy. The study employs an comparative analysis between 

public universities from the Borderland region and the two top-tier public universities 

in Texas. This Texas admissions policy provides students in the top 10% of their 

graduating high school class admission to any state 4-year public university. 

Therefore, this policy implies that being a top 10% student equates to being college 

ready for any public university in Texas, regardless of selectivity or top tier status. 

Research on the Texas Top 10% policy has focused on its success in 

improving diversity and student performance at the two top-tier public universities in 

Texas, The University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M University. However, 

enrollment disparity continues at these elite institutions between Whites, Latina/os 

and Blacks. Additionally, the Texas Borderland region is an intersection of large 

Latina/o demographics; distance from top-tier institutions; and great disparities in 
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economic development, health, and education. Combining the aforementioned 

conditions, we know little about the access and success of Borderland top 10% 

students, particularly in comparing the two public top tier universities in Texas to the 

alternative choice of their local Borderland university.  

This study used mixed methods to compare the trends in access and success of 

Borderland students admitted under the Top 10% admissions policy at Borderland 

universities and at top-tier public universities, and additionally controlled for student 

characteristics in explaining student persistence and graduation. The quantitative 

analysis used student-level descriptive and inferential statistics with data facilitated 

by Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board. The qualitative section of this 

dissertation used focus-group interviews with 36 students at 5 Borderland universities 

and 1 top-tier university to explain their success. This study applies Bourdieu’s 

theoretical framework of social and cultural capitals and habitus to interpret the 

findings. Results indicated student differentiation between institutions in access, 

success, and explanations. Ethnicity, gender, family income, and college generation 

status influence differences in enrollment between institutions, in which all together 

influenced differences in graduation and persistence. On the other hand, the 

interviews revealed that personal effort and institutional resources also explained 

differences in student success. This study provides implications for further research 

and policy considerations.  
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Chapter 1: The Texas Experiment on the Border  

 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the trends in access and success of 

students admitted through the Top 10% admissions policy who originate from the 

Texas Borderland. The study investigates access and success by applying a 

comparative analysis between public universities from the Borderland region and the 

two top-tier public universities in Texas. This is not a policy analysis on its own, but 

instead it uses the Top 10% admissions policy as an implication for students being 

college ready for any public university in Texas, regardless of selectivity or top tier 

status. This study applies Bourdieu’s theoretical framework of social capital, cultural 

capital, and habitus to explain differences in access and success of Borderland top 10% 

students. Chapter 1 describes the setting and vital events leading to this analysis 

regarding top 10% students from the Texas Borderland and provide the arguments for 

this empirical study.  

In Texas, along with the Top 10% policy, the discourse around access to a 

quality higher education often refers to access to both The University of Texas–Austin 

(UT–Austin) and Texas A&M University, the state’s two top-tier public universities. 

However, these same state universities have enrollment caps and face the greatest 

challenge to improve the diversity of their student bodies in order to mirror the 

diversity in the state. The Top 10% policy was the legislative answer for the goal to 

improve access and student body diversity at the state’s top-tier public universities. 

Specifically, the policy was a legislative response to the Hopwood v. Texas (1996) 
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decision, which for a period of time ended the use of affirmative action admissions 

policies for Texas. However, at the heart of this study, what does the Top 10% policy 

mean for Borderland students—not only for those who choose to attend their local 

Borderland university and forego their guaranteed admission to a selective higher 

education at a top-tier university, but also for those who indeed enroll at a top-tier 

university?  

Texas has the potential to be a model for other states on how to respond to 

current and future demographic shifts throughout the United States and a model for 

policy development. For example, in the case of education accountability policies, 

Texas in a sense was the testing ground for the ideas behind the No Child Left Behind 

Act during President George W. Bush’s Texas gubernatorial years in the 1990s. The 

metaphor for Texas education for many is that it is a testing ground, which applies to 

this highly debated education policy, the Top 10% policy. In fact, to be more specific, 

some in the education policy arena have referred to the Texas Top 10% policy as an 

“experiment” for the rest of the country (Domina, 2007; Niu, Tienda, & Cortes, 2006).  

Established in 1997, the Texas Top 10% policy allows students in the top 10% 

of their graduating high school class admission to any state 4-year public university, 

regardless of any other admissions criteria, such as standardized test scores (Texas 

House Bill [HB] 588, 1997). The idea is to encourage attendance by students from 

diverse ethnic backgrounds from across the state of Texas without resorting to 

affirmative action practices. A report by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (2000) 

explained, “The percentage plans are experimental responses to the attacks on 
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affirmative action. But they are no substitute for strong race-conscious affirmative 

action in higher education” (p. 28). Nonetheless, the case of the Top 10% policy has 

been highly recommended by federal government agencies as a response to higher 

education challenges for all students that come from a racially or ethnically diverse 

background (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2000; U.S. Department of Education 

Office for Civil Rights, 2004). The argument for improving access to a quality higher 

education for students from the Borderland region is that this region is considered to be 

the most culturally and economically isolated and segregated region of the state 

(Sharp, 1998). This Borderland region, generally defined as the Texas–Mexico border 

region, is often called the Borderland as referred by the interdisciplinary field of 

Border Studies and will be referred as such throughout this study.  

Indeed, in some ways Texas is an example of the growth of diverse peoples, 

particularly when considering the Latina/o population of the United States due to 

recent birth rates and immigration trends. However, mostly due to U.S.-born birth rates 

as opposed to immigration, both nationally and in Texas, Latina/os are the fastest 

growing population group (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). Additionally, Texas models 

within-group diversity. The U.S. Census Bureau (2006) reported the U.S. Latina/o 

origin as 65.5% Mexican and 34.5% other Hispanic (p. 3). The Center for Latin 

American, Caribbean and Latino Studies (2008) reported the Texas Latina/o origin as 

76.0% Mexican and 24.0% other Hispanic. Therefore, in some aspects Texas and the 

Top 10% policy may highlight the challenge of encapsulating Latina/o education 

issues into broad and noncomplex terms and policies. This is part of the interest in 
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analyzing a region and not only an ethnic group, especially considering the dynamics 

of the Texas Borderland, which will be highlighted further in this chapter. Another 

important aspect of considering regional dynamics in Texas is that U.S. federal policy 

can model a policy response to the Southwest region as opposed to broad sweeping 

federal policy. Therefore, I posit that considering similar dynamics and analyses in 

education policy for the Borderland region, as has been done with numerous national 

Border health policy initiatives (e.g., U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

Border Health Program), this study may provide one example of a possible model for 

national and federal Border education policy response to the dynamics of the region. 

The Texas Borderland is a unique setting, offering a historically and culturally 

rich region and serving as the gateway for opportunity for many. Borders between 

countries not only have served as economic portals, but also have been regions where 

many cultural transitions occur. This transnational gateway of opportunity that offers 

economic and educational hope faces many challenges. However, it is largely this 

transitioning characteristic of the people of this region that makes the Borderland 

unique. Because of this region’s uniqueness and cultural diversity, largely Latina/o, 

educational policymakers must consider the diverse contexts and complexities that 

produce varying and unintended results.  

Postsecondary education access of top students from diverse backgrounds into 

top-tier institutions is a policy issue where the common response is a one-model-fits-all 

policy. Considering that life and society are far more diverse and complex than is often 

assumed by policymakers, such policies have varying implications and results in the 
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educational experience of students. For Texas, this common response has been the 

Texas Top 10% admissions policy. The reason for this policy is to recruit to the state’s 

top-tier higher education institutions top students from diverse backgrounds through 

the use of a statewide admissions policy. Because of its race neutrality, the Texas Top 

10% admissions policy has been a popular policy consideration for other states and 

other nations (Horn & Flores, 2003), even though it continues to stir much debate in 

Texas. The U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (2004) has promoted 

the use of race-neutral admissions policy, using the Texas policy as a “promising” 

example. This consideration has even reached international acclaim; in The Guardian 

from the United Kingdom, Scorer (2008) described the potential benefits of a UK Top 

10% admissions policy and urged the education secretary to “look carefully at the 

Texas Top 10% rule” (p. 20). However, as a one-model-fits-all policy, what can be 

said about the implications and results in the educational experience of Texas 

Borderland students, who are mostly Latina/o?  

The U.S. Census Bureau (2008) reported the latest U.S. Latina/o population 

estimates at 45.5 million, 15% of the total U.S. population, with Texas estimates at 8.6 

million, 36% of the total Texas population. Despite the size of the Latina/o population 

in Texas and the time since the policy was signed into law in 1997, studies have 

indicated that Latina/o students attending Texas elite institutions are still 

underrepresented (Chapa & Horn, 2007; Horn & Flores, 2003; Niu et al., 2006). This 

study provides insight into the current educational policy issue of improving college 

access for Borderland students.  
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Some of these challenges are found throughout the Latina/o education pipeline, 

for example, large high school dropout rates, low college attendance or matriculation 

rates, low college retention rates, and numerous socioeconomic challenges (Fry, 2002; 

Gándara & Bial, 2001; Garcia, 2001; A. Hurtado, Figueroa, & García, 1996; A. 

Hurtado, García, & Buriel, 1994; S. Hurtado, Kurotsuchi Inkelas, Briggs, & Rhee, 

1997). Also, institutional inequality through both the quantity and quality of resources, 

such as in funds, faculty, staff, facilities, and student services, demonstrates an 

additional consideration that also may influence institutional differences regarding 

student academic success. These conditions and issues become part of the education 

policy ecology (Weaver-Hightower, 2008) or the intersections of policy issues that 

influence overall implications of the Top 10% admissions policy for Borderland 

students in Texas.  

In a positive light, however, analyzing Top 10% students from the Borderland 

provides an opportunity to consider the dynamics of analyzing students who are 

considered better prepared for college. This means that we have the opportunity to 

consider the dynamics of college access issues for a largely cultural and economic 

isolated and segregated region, while comparing possible institutional differences of 

public universities in Texas. In other words, this study explores what can be said about 

the heterogeneity of student trends in access and success from a similar region at two 

types of public universities. Therefore, the overall function of this comparative study 

was to compare Top 10% Texas Borderland students: those who attend their local 

Borderland university versus those who attend the state’s top-tier universities.  
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This study offers three opportunities or arguments for this analysis of 

Borderland Texas Top 10% students:  

1. An analysis on Borderland students around the Top 10% policy, provides an 

understanding of how students deemed college-ready under this particular context and 

complexity perform at different universities that vary in selectivity, which have 

significantly different funding models, missions, and student populations, as verified 

by Alon and Tienda (2005). 

2. Understanding the educational experience of Top 10% Borderland students 

and how they fare in the higher educational system of Texas can create an opportunity 

to best respond to the needs of these students.  

3. Finally, this analysis considers that any variation in student access and 

success may be influenced by historical and current differences in institutional quality 

of education between Borderland public universities and the state’s two top-tier 

universities, UT–Austin and Texas A&M University.  

This final argument touches on the history of LULAC v. Richards (1993), 

which challenged Texas finance policies as being discriminatory and thus creating 

differences in institutional opportunities and effectiveness between top-tier universities 

and Borderland universities. The League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) 

case included then-Governor Ann Richards and both the UT System and the Texas 

A&M University System. 
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The Context for This Study: My Borderland Education 

Education along the border was not merely used as a tool to provide 

opportunity. As Valenzuela (1999) pointed out, considering the demographics of the 

Texas Borderland, education can be understood as subtractive schooling. Suárez-

Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2001) explained this as part of the psychosocial 

experience of children of immigration and as the remaking of identities. As an 

acculturation model, what this means is the faster students lose their Mexican identity, 

the greater the likelihood they find academic success. This was evident in my own 

educational experience while attending schools that were within 3 miles of the Rio 

Grande and the Border. Additionally, stories from friends and family dating back to the 

1970s and early 1980s described events of being corporally punished for speaking 

Spanish in the classroom (Valenzuela, 1999).  

Another aspect of the Borderlands is that it is a place of many transitions, 

especially for immigrants. Challenges with immigrant parents are also a major concern 

for many schools and their students. Valdés (1996), in her qualitative, ethnographic 

study of immigrant parents, explained that the biggest issue is the school staff’s poor 

understanding of immigrant parents and the assumption of not valuing education. 

Valdés also explained that immigrant parents in fact do value education, but their 

biggest challenge is that they have a difficult time understanding “that in order for their 

children to succeed in school in this country, they had to reexamine their most 

profound beliefs about the parent-child relationship” (p. 189). Nonetheless, many 
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children of immigrants, like myself, do find the path to success, regardless of their 

situation (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001).  

The Context for This Study: “Bordering the Future” 

 A major research contribution to policy and advocacy of Texas Borderland 

issues was Sharp’s (1998) “Bordering the Future.” In 1997, as the Texas Comptroller 

of Public Accounts, Sharp directed the Division of Research and Policy Development 

to assemble a research team. The result was a comprehensive report about the Texas 

Borderland and the multitude of issues facing this region. This report provided an array 

of analyses of economics, health, education, families, housing, immigration, and other 

vital policy issues facing this region.  

 First, it was important to identify the Texas Borderland. Sharp (1998) wrote, 

We believe the Texas side of the region snakes in a southeasterly line 
beginning at the New Mexico state line in Anthony and running through El 
Paso all the way to San Antonio along Interstate 10, then down Interstate 37 to 
the north side of Corpus Christi on the Texas Gulf. Comptroller staff designed 
economic and demographic models based in most cases on the 43 counties, 
which helped create the forecasts and analyses contained in this report. This 
report marks the first time the Border region has been so clearly defined and 
examined. (p. 6) 

Similarly, in LULAC v. Richards (1993), to be later discussed, lawyers arguing for 

funding inequities in the Texas higher education funding formula for the most part 

identified the similar counties within the region:  

The 41-county region, as designated by in plaintiffs' petition, is hereinafter 
referred to as the “border area.” It comprises the following counties: Atascosa, 
Bee, Bexar, Brewster, Brooks, Cameron, Crockett, Culberson, Dimmit, Duval, 
Edwards, El Paso, Frio, Hidalgo, Hudspeth, Jeff Davis, Jim Hogg, Jim Wells, 
Karnes, Kenedy, Kinney, Kleberg, LaSalle, Live Oak, Maverick, McMullen, 
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Medina, Nueces, Pecos, Presidio, Reeves, San Patricio, Starr, Sutton, Terrell, 
Uvalde, Val Verde, Webb, Willacy, Zapata, and Zavala. (p. 15) 

The counties that were not included in LULAC v. Richards (1993) were 

Bandera, Kimble, Kerr, and Real counties, and those not included in Sharp’s (1998) 

“Bordering the Future” report were Bee and Karnes counties, as circled on the map in 

Figure 1. In order to compensate for the differences, this study used all 45 counties 

mentioned in both LULAC v. Richards and in Sharp’s report to identify as the 

Borderland. Additionally, these same 45 counties were used specifically to identify the 

Borderland region and the Borderland students. The public universities found in the 

Texas Borderland, henceforth known as the Borderland Universities and used in this 

study, are the following nine: (a) UT–El Paso, (b) UT–Pan American, (c) UT–San 

Antonio, (d) UT–Brownsville, (e) Texas A&M–Kingsville, (f) Texas A&M–Corpus 

Christi, (g) Texas A&M–International, (h) Sul Ross State University, and (i) Sul Ross 

State University–Rio Grande College.  

 An important and effective piece in Sharp’s (1998) report was the section 

entitled, The Border: Where We Stand. In this section Sharp clearly pointed out the 

conditions of the 43-county area by treating the area as if it were a state among the rest 

of the United States and providing rankings for this theoretical state.  
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Figure 1. Texas Borderland counties. Shaded counties were used in “Bordering the 
Future,” by J. Sharp, 1998, Austin: Office of the Texas Comptroller of Public 
Accounts. Circled areas are counties referenced in LULAC v. Richards (1993) but not 
in Sharp’s report.  
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Table 1  

Texas Borderland Rankings, 2001 

Where the 43-county 
Texas border region 

ranksa Where Texas ranksb 
Measure 

Year of 
stats Rank Stat 

 

Rank Stat 
Poverty rate 1997 1st 26.8%  6th 16.7% 
% Schoolchildren (aged 5–17) in 
poverty 

1997 1st 33.8%  9th 22.1% 

Unemployment rate 1999 1st 7.5%  16th 4.6% 
% Adult population without a high 
school diploma 

1990 1st 37.3%  12th 27.9% 

% Population speaking Spanish at home 1990 1st 57.1%  2nd 22.1% 
Birth rate (live births per 1,000 
population) 

1999 2nd 20.1  2nd 17.1 

Average household size  
(persons per household) 

1990 2nd 3.2  7th 2.8 

School enrollment as % of population 1990 2nd 31.5%  6th 28.3% 
% Population 5–17 years old 1999 3rd 22.8%  5th 20.4% 
Percent of population that is foreign-
born 

1990 3rd 14.9%  8th 9.0% 

Property crime rate (crimes per 100,000 
population) 

1998 4th 5,275  15th 4,596 

Average annual population growth rate 
during the 1990s 

1990-
1999 

6th 2.2%  7th 2.0% 

Average annual employment growth 1990-
1998 

6th 3.2%  6th 3.2% 

Per-capita spending on elementary and 
secondary education 

1996 7th $1,152  19th $986 

Violent crime rate (crimes per 100,000 
population) 

1998 21st 502.8  14th 565.7 

% Population with some college 
education but no degree 

1990 21st 19.2%  14th 21.1% 

Population 1999 24th 4.1 million  2nd 20.0 
million 

% Population with postgraduate degree 1990 43rd 5.3%  23rd 6.5% 
% Population with bachelor's degree 1990 44th 10.3%  17th 13.9% 
% Population with associate's degree 1990 45th 4.8%  36th 5.2% 
Note. Adapted from “The Border: Where We Stand—January 2001 Update,” by S. Combs, 2001, 
Austin: Office of the Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts.  
aCompared to the 211-county nonborder region and the other states. bCompared to the other 49 states. 
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Three years later, in order to update these rankings according to the 2000 U.S. Census, 

a new list of rankings was created by Combs (2001). Key rankings are fully described 

in Appendix A, but those that best describe this region and reflect important areas for 

this research are shown in Table 1. 

 Table 1 highlights the complexity of understanding this region. For example, in 

some cases, the conditions around the Borderland are positive if not similar to those in 

the rest of the state, such as with the violent crime rate, average annual employment 

rate, and others reported in Appendix A. Nonetheless, the rankings in multiple areas 

begin to describe some of the challenges of the Borderland. If the Borderland were a 

state by itself, it would rank first in poverty rate, percentage of school children in 

poverty, unemployment rate, percentage of adult population without a high school 

diploma, and percentage of population speaking Spanish at home. Additional 

noteworthy rankings are Number 2 in percentage of population aged 5–17, Number 3 

in percentage of population that is foreign born, and low percentages of population 

with the various levels of college degrees. In education overall, numerous reports have 

highlighted similar challenges along the Border (Combs, 2001; Sharp, 1998; Soden, 

2006).  

The Problem and the Questions 

 First, upon my own review of the literature described in chapter 2, since much 

of the current research, politics, and overall discourse around the Top 10% policy 

concerns the Texas top-tier universities, UT–Austin and Texas A&M, little research on 

the Top 10% policy has occurred concerning the other Texas public universities. This 
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study provides new knowledge by doing a comparative analysis with the Top 10% 

policy between Texas top-tier universities and Borderland universities.  

Second, the works of Tienda and Niu (2006a), and Santiago (2007) 

demonstrated that Top 10% Borderland students waive their guaranteed admission to 

the Texas top tier universities not only to attend their local university, but also for 

important cultural, familial, and distance. Therefore, another implication of this study 

is to further explain difference in access and success of Borderland Top 10% students 

regardless of where they enroll.  

What led this empirical comparative analysis was the need to seek out any 

variations in access and success between the two institutional options of Top 10% 

students from the Borderland region. Therefore, three research questions guided this 

study:  

1. What are the trends in access of top 10% students between top-tier public 

universities and local Borderland universities?  

2. What are the trends in success (1-year persistence and 6-year graduation) of 

top 10% students between top-tier public universities and local Borderland 

universities, and how does success vary when controlling for student characteristics?  

3. If any differences in student performance exist, how do Borderland students 

at top tier universities and Borderland universities explain these differences? 

Terminology to Remember 

 Earlier in this chapter the Borderland region was defined, specifically using the 

combined 45 counties along the Texas–Mexico Border used by Sharp (1998) and in 
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LULAC v. Richards (1993). This same application of counties was used to determine 

Borderland students and Borderland universities. Those Borderland universities are 

the following nine: (a) UT–El Paso, (b) UT–Pan American, (c) UT–San Antonio, (d) 

UT–Brownsville, (e) Texas A&M–Kingsville, (f) Texas A&M–Corpus Christi, (g) 

Texas A&M–International, (h) Sul Ross State University, and (i) Sul Ross State 

University–Rio Grande College.  

Top-tier universities are defined as UT–Austin and Texas A&M University. 

Top-tier status is based on institutional membership to the Association of American 

Universities.  

The Top 10% describes both the admissions policy and students who qualified 

for the guaranteed admission to any Texas public university based on being in the top 

10% of their high school graduating class using a grade point average.  

The outcomes compared in this study were 6-year graduation and 1-year 

persistence (enrolled the fall semester after the student’s first year in college). Lastly, 

the unit of analysis was Top 10% students enrolled at public universities in Texas.  
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Chapter 2: Top 10% Policy and Latino/as 

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate access and success of Borderland top 

10% students between public universities from the Borderland region and the two top-

tier public universities in Texas. In this chapter, the literature review presents an 

overview of the existing research and other sources around the Top 10% policy in 

order to capture what is known about the Top 10% policy and student success. This 

chapter considers the situation itself, the historical context and prior efforts to solve the 

policy issues around Texas higher education and Latina/os, which largely come from 

the Borderland region. Then, I review the Top 10% policy, considering policy 

implementation and results of the admissions policy. Finally, I consider those emergent 

thoughts and questions about the policy and its implementation to provide a final 

discussion on the theoretical frameworks that inform this study.  

The Importance of Diversity and Affirmative Action 

 The Top 10% policy is a response to actions taken against affirmative action 

practices and to diversity issues at higher education institutions. In the defense of 

affirmative action, research has been used to demonstrate the positive impact of 

diversity. In Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978), increasing 

diversity on college campuses was decided to be of constitutional interest. Gurin et al. 

(as cited in Grutter v. Bollinger et al., 2003) defined three types of diversity: (a) 

structural diversity (the numerical representation of diverse groups), (b) informal 

interactional diversity (the frequency and quality of intergroup interaction in informal 
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settings), and (c) classroom diversity (learning about diversity in the classroom). The 

affirmative-action court case Grutter v. Bollinger et al. (2003) cited Gurin et al. as 

concluding that classroom diversity, diversity programming, opportunities for 

interaction, and learning across diverse groups of students affect learning and 

democracy and civic outcomes of students. More importantly, opportunities for 

informal interaction have the greatest educational and democracy outcomes for 

students, as defined by Gurin et al.  

 In fact, S. Hurtado (2001) established this important link between diversity and 

educational purpose for young adults. Although the study took place in a college 

environment, I posit that diversity has the same effect on both adolescents and young 

adults. S. Hurtado cited Erikson to stress the importance of personal and social identity 

development during adolescence, ages 12–18, when peer relations and interactions 

with diverse peers are crucial to a positive personal and social development. Therefore, 

learning about diversity and the importance of race relations and interactional diversity 

is extremely vital in the middle school and high school settings for the psychosocial 

development of students. Educational leaders in this setting must be capable of 

understanding and addressing diversity and race-relations issues if students are to 

develop a positive personal and social identity regarding racial diversity and relations.  

 Additionally, Campbell (2006) demonstrated that strong civic norms are greatly 

developed in schools during the adolescence stage of psychosocial development. 

Campbell additionally argued that increasing levels of political participation in diverse 

communities may be vital to the future of society. More importantly, Campbell 
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demonstrated that even 10 years after individuals have graduated from high school, 

civic norms from high school impacted future civic involvement.  

 Considering the importance of adolescent development and diversity, 

educational leaders must be prepared to address racial and interactional diversity 

instead of continuing to avoid race factors and enhancing a race-neutral reality. 

Scheurich and Laible (2002) would support this leadership response; they maintained, 

“A knowledge base, a domain structure, a course structure, focused on leadership 

committed to all children” must address the powerful impact of race and diversity 

issues as one of the biggest challenges to educational leadership (p. 106).   

Equal Protection and Access 

 The history of Mexicanos and Tejanos in Texas is for the most part still in a 

counternarrative phase, considering the narrative history of the dominant society in 

Texas is still the central story of history books. This counternarrative story often 

includes a history of discrimination, racism, lynching, and land taking by Texas 

Rangers. In education, Tejanos have struggled for their right for equal protection of the 

laws and for the right to access a free and public education. Although the Texas 

Education Code (2008) clearly states, “All Texas children have access to a quality 

education” (TEC §4.001[a]), Tejanos, like Mexican Americans and other race and 

ethnic groups from throughout the United States, have had to fight for equal protection 

and access to a quality education through litigation.  

Soon after its formation in Corpus Christi in 1929, LULAC provided 

organizational and financial support to the first Texas equal protection in education 
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(segregation) lawsuit, Salvatierra v. Del Rio ISD (1930, as cited in LULAC, 2008). 

Although the district decided in favor of Salvatierra, the decision was reversed in the 

Texas Supreme Court. In Delgado v. Bastrop Independent School District (1948, as 

cited in LULAC, 2008), LULAC and the American GI Forum challenged segregation 

practices in Texas once again. The U.S. District Court of West Texas in Delgado 

decided against segregation practices but did not enforce any desegregation.  

After Brown v. Board of Education (1954), other state cases further challenged 

continued segregation and education access for Tejano children, such as Hernandez v. 

Driscoll Consolidated Independent School District (1957), Cisneros v. Corpus Christi 

Independent School District (1970), and Plyler v. Doe (1982). Through the efforts of 

the American GI Forum, the Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund 

(MALDEF) was created in 1968 to address the continued legal issues in the education 

of Mexican American children. MALDEF won Plyler v. Doe (1982), which provided 

access to a public education for undocumented immigrant children. Even though 

access was forced through these cases, unfortunately, the education of Tejano children 

met other challenges through school funding inequity. In Rodriguez v. San Antonio 

Independent School District (1973), MALDEF challenged state funding practices. 

However, the U.S. Supreme Court decided that school funding is to remain a state 

issue, and MALDEF lost the decision at the state level. However, in Edgewood v. 

Kirby (1989), MALDEF won the decision against the state’s school finance practices 

of inequity.  
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For the most part, the history of equal protection and access in education for 

Tejanos in Texas through litigation was largely around the K–12 arena, until 1987. In 

LULAC v. Richards (1993), MALDEF lawyers addressed higher education funding 

inequity regarding Texas border colleges and universities and lost the decision. 

However, the impact of this case resulted in state legislation, through the South Texas 

Border Initiative, that provided additional tax dollars to improve the inequity in 

funding (Valencia, 2008).  

On the national scene, affirmative action in the 1960s was a response to the 

severe underrepresentation of minorities in higher levels of employment and education, 

which particularly has had implications for higher education. As a response to the 

political-climate shifts and social movements of the 1950s and 1960s, numerous 

presidential executive orders were given from U.S. Presidents during this time to 

promote equal employment (Johnson, 1965a, 1965b; Kennedy, 1961). As a result of 

these political and social shifts, in the 1970s many institutions of higher education 

began to promote and recruit Black and Latina/o students in greater numbers. 

However, the first significant wave of Latina/o students in higher education is 

attributed to the G.I. Bill, officially titled the Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944. 

Many Latina/os fought in World War II and argued that if they were good enough to 

fight for America, then equal treatment should be given. Many Latina/o World War II 

veterans broke the color barrier, challenged the status quo, and became many of the 

first Latina/o lawyers and elected officials, such as Raymond Telles of El Paso, Texas, 

who was the first Mexican American mayor of a major U.S. city (Houston Institute of 
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Culture, 2008). Many of these Latina/o World War II veterans who went to college 

also went to law school and became Texas state legislators and civil rights leaders who 

pushed for those ideals of equal opportunity and affirmative action that greatly 

enhanced all minority participation in higher education.  

Soon after this progress for social change of the 1960s, affirmative action 

challenges began another shift in public policy. Challengers of affirmative action 

alleged that using affirmative action in higher education, specifically in admission 

practices, did not protect the rights of people under the 14th Amendment of the U.S. 

Constitution. The 14th Amendment says that no state shall “deny to any person within 

its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.” The argument from the dominant 

discourse and culture was that affirmative action in reality was reverse discrimination 

by public institutions, providing preferential treatment and admissions of non-Whites.  

The first significant and historical challenge of affirmative action was the U.S. 

Supreme Court decision of Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978). In 

this case the issue of “meeting quotas” in college admissions was deemed illegal. 

Nonetheless, this decision affirmed that it was of compelling constitutional interest to 

increase and sustain diversity on college campuses, thus legally maintaining support 

for affirmative action programs. These challenges of legality against affirmative action 

have snowballed with momentum and continue. Since Bakke, although other federal 

cases surfaced, it was not until the University of Michigan faced challenges in Gratz v. 

Bollinger (2003) and Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) that serious federal consideration was 

given to changing affirmative action practices.  
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Texas, however, provided that first scene at the state level of another landmark 

court case in affirmative action history. Hopwood v. State of Texas (1996) ended the 

use of affirmative action in higher education for the state, more specifically the use of 

race and ethnic considerations in college admissions. In Hopwood v. State of Texas, 

Cheryl Hopwood, a White student, and three other applicants challenged the 

admissions practices at The UT School of Law, alleging that other students, due to 

affirmative action, were admitted to the law school with lesser qualifications than 

theirs, thus ultimately violating their 14th Amendment right. The case was decided in 

the U.S. 5th Circuit Court of Appeals; the decision read that The UT School of Law 

“should be prohibited from any consideration of race in its admissions decisions—no 

matter the form or procedure, the degree of racial preference, or the mix of other 

factors considered” (Hopwood v. State of Texas, 1996, p. vi). The implications of this 

decision built further arguments for other affirmative action challenges in other states, 

such as in California with Proposition 209 in 1996, and in Michigan with Gratz v. 

Bollinger (2003), impacting undergraduate admissions, and Grutter v. Bollinger 

(2003), impacting graduate admissions.  

In Grutter v. Bollinger (2003), the U.S. Supreme Court decided that a 

constitutional interest still remains to promote and maintain diversity on college 

campuses, only when considering race “narrowly” and not as the sole indicator for 

admission decisions. This means that admission procedures must consider multiple 

factors. Race or ethnicity may be one of them but must be only narrowly significant in 

the admission decision. This U.S. Supreme Court decision further clarified the use of 
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affirmative action for public universities and colleges. On the other hand, this court 

case allowed for colleges and universities to have race-based recruitment.  

Nonetheless, the impact on college enrollment by the politics of Hopwood v. 

State of Texas (1996) continues to linger today in Texas, especially for ethnically 

diverse student enrollment at top-tier universities. In 1997 alone, the Latina/o freshman 

enrollment after 1 year at UT–Austin dropped from 14.5% to 12.6%; at Texas A&M 

University, the drop was far more significant, dropping from 14.7% to 9.7% (Domina, 

2007). Because of the climate created by Hopwood v. State of Texas, minority 

education advocates and some Texas legislators realized that a solution to diversifying 

the state’s elite institutions would rest solely on passing new legislation. In 1997 the 

Texas Legislature responded with the creation of a statewide, race-neutral admissions 

policy, the Texas Top 10% admissions policy. 

Literature Review on Top 10% Admissions Policy 

As a direct response to the 1996 Hopwood v. State of Texas decision, the 75th 

Texas Legislature passed Texas HB 588 (1997). When the late Texas State 

Representative Irma Rangel (Kingsville) cosponsored the Top 10% Admissions Bill, 

HB 588, her hope was to provide access beyond affirmative action in a post-Hopwood 

era; more specifically this meant improving access across race or ethnicity, across 

economic status, and across the entire state of Texas. It has now been over 10 years 

since the first cohort of Top 10% students accessed the Texas public university of their 

choice, particularly one of the top-tier institutions in the state with the greatest Top 

10% student interest, the flagship of The University of Texas System, UT–Austin. 
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Texas HB 588, which created the Top 10% admissions policy, mandates that all Texas 

high school students graduating in the top 10% of their school class be granted 

admission in any Texas public college or university. The Texas Education Code (2008) 

states, 

Each general academic teaching institution shall admit an applicant for 
admission to the institution as an undergraduate student if the applicant 
graduated with a grade point average in the top 10 percent of the student ’s high 
school graduating class in one of the two school years preceding the academic 
year for which the applicant is applying for admission and the applicant 
graduated from a public or private high school in this state accredited by a 
generally recognized accrediting organization or from a high school operated 
by the United States Department of Defense. (§ 51.803[a])  

Since this policy is based on affirmative action based policy issues, the Texas Top 10% 

admissions policy continues to be debated and has encountered continuing challenges 

every legislative session since 1997 (Chapa & Horn, 2007). In this discourse there is 

debate about how the policy impact of the percentage policy largely has targeted 

admissions practices at the two university flagships of Texas, which historically have 

enrolled White students of Texas. For this reason, the gains and challenges of the Top 

10% policy continue to be evaluated. Various researchers have drawn conclusions 

about the implementation of the Top 10% policy:  

1. Across SAT scores, Top 10% policy students have better grade point 

averages (Chapa & Horn, 2007; UT–Austin, 2007).  

2. Top 10% policy students also have greater retention and graduation rates 

(Chapa & Horn, 2007; UT–Austin, 2007).  
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3. Top 10% policy students are outperforming similarly credentialed students 

not in the Top 10% policy (Chapa & Horn, 2007; UT–Austin, 2007), especially 

undermining the need for standardized testing (Tienda & Niu, 2006b).  

4. Due to the Top 10% policy, UT–Austin (2007) was able to lower the number 

of offered remedial courses and increase the number of honors courses. 

 Since the inception of the Top 10% policy at the two elite institutions of Texas, 

the Hopwood v. State of Texas (1996) decline in ethnically diverse student enrollment 

has been reversing and becoming more diverse. However, assessing the admissions 

policy on solely whether diversity has increased or not has been an issue in itself. 

Additionally, UT–Austin (2007) has claimed that the increase is still insufficient.  

In the spring of 2009, the 81st Texas Legislature would consider law to amend 

this college access policy. Of particular interest is the creation of an admissions cap at 

a percentage of all admissions, for which the Top 10% policy is applied for the 

admissions of undergraduate students at any particular university. UT–Austin stands to 

be influenced the greatest by this change in access policy, since the latest first-year 

undergraduate enrollment reports at UT–Austin state that Top 10% admissions explain 

81% of the Fall–Summer 2008 Enrollment (UT–Austin, 2008). UT–Austin by far 

exceeds any other public university in this regard. The next university, Texas A&M 

University (2009), reported that Top 10% admissions explain 47% of the Fall 2008 

first-year student enrollment.  
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Sociocultural Impact 

The success of the Top 10% admissions policy relies on the segregation of 

students and communities, more specifically economic and ethnic or racial segregation 

(Tienda & Niu, 2006a). Additionally, since the Hopwood v. State of Texas (1996) case, 

the reason for the significant increase in minority enrollment at the two top-tier 

institutions has been attributed not only to the Top 10% policy, but also to “vigorous 

recruitment and targeted need-based scholarships” (Chapa & Horn, 2007, p. 164).  

Domina (2007) explained this phenomenon by tracing the recent college-

sending history of schools selected for the UT Longhorn Opportunity Scholarship 

program and the Texas A&M Century Scholarship program. These selected schools 

received additional admission considerations from UT–Austin and Texas A&M 

recruiters. These schools were selected for these programs because of their high 

populations of students from underrepresented and economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds. According to Domina, “Building institutional ties between the flagship 

universities and targeted high schools” has contributed to the increase in Latina/o 

enrollment at the two Texas top-tier public universities (p. 214). In 1999, both of these 

scholarship programs were institutional responses to the drop in minority enrollment. 

Using the preselected high schools, UT–Austin and Texas A&M coupled the Top 10% 

assurance with intense recruitment efforts and additional scholarship funds to achieve 

their current enrollment rates.  

Another policy issue that plays out with the Top 10% policy is that of 

segregation. Orfield and Lee (2005) reported that Texas as a state has the greatest 
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number of highly segregated schools. This means that the average student of color, 

particularly in the case of Latina/o students in Texas, is more likely to attend a school 

where 90% or more of all students are both economically and ethnically like them 

(Orfield & Lee, 2005). Considering the varying social impact on students regarding the 

Top 10% policy, three social issues surround this policy:  

1. The success of the Top 10% policy largely has been due to the highly 

segregated schools of Texas, and yet enrollment disparity between Whites and 

Latina/os continues, even when controlling for varying school demographics (Tienda 

& Niu, 2006a). Tienda and Niu (2006a) explained, “Concentrated disadvantage rather 

than segregation per se is what dampens enrollment odds for minority students who 

attend schools with few white students” (p. 341).  

2. Even with the race-neutral policy that has created new opportunities to enroll 

at any public university in the state, Latina/os overall continue to have a lower 

likelihood than Whites of enrolling at the elite institutions of Texas (Niu et al., 2006). 

Niu et al. explained, “Many qualifying students, particularly those from resource-poor 

high schools with low college-going traditions and members of under-represented 

groups, do not apply, and thus are excluded from the enrollment sample” (p. 269). This 

appears to be a greater issue for Latina/o students.  

3. Tienda and Niu (2006b) added that historical feeder patterns since the 

implementation of HB 588 have not changed dramatically, explaining, “Contrary to 

claims proliferated in the print media, these results demonstrate that feeder high school 

students enjoy a substantial advantage in their access to the Texas flagships” (p. 723).  
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Socioeconomic Considerations 

One of the most popular arguments supporting the use of the Top 10% policy is 

an economic one. First, as reported in chapter 1, the Borderland faces numerous 

economic challenges and has a majority Latina/o population (Sharp, 1998). Second, in 

order for Texas to maintain positive economic development, the state must better 

educate and prepare the working class. Texas Latina/o population estimates are at 8.6 

million, 36% of the total Texas population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). This statistic 

highlights Latinos in Texas as having the greatest growth rate, above all other states. In 

fact, the Texas Education Agency (2008) reported 46% of the state K–12 population as 

Latina/o. With reports estimating as high as 50% of a dropout rate for Latina/o 

students—much higher for Latina/o subgroups such as English language learners and 

immigrant students (Garcia, 2001)—these indications lead to a dangerous forecast. 

Demographers raise concern given that the working class for Texas is largely Latina/o 

and represents both low and medium socioeconomic classes, and that this population 

has lower education levels. Additionally, economic and political leaders are leading 

this concern with the indication that the future working class will have to be more 

educated and technologically prepared for future employment. Therefore, the argument 

is that if education is crucial for upward social mobility, and if an educated and 

technologically trained working class is vital to future economic stability, high dropout 

and low matriculation rates and disparate conditions facing a large part of that working 

class may pose problems for the economic future of Texas.  
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Aside from economic analysis for the future of the state, the future of Latina/o 

students is measured by a promise for economic success or returns. In other words, 

going to college for Latina/o individuals, especially from the economic perspective, is 

extremely important for upward mobility. More importantly, what are the issues for 

Latina/os in their choice to go to college? The affirmative action argument of access, 

or equity as a distribution of resources, further challenges the hope for greater social 

mobility. Additionally, considering the economic model for going to college and 

deciding on a college, it is assumed that students ultimately make a decision based on a 

cost-benefit analysis (Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989; Hossler, Schmit, & 

Vesper, 1999). Yet, for many Latina/o students other considerations play a role in their 

decision. Tienda and Niu (2006a) reported, 

Students enrolled at the less selective public institutions, including those 
students who graduate at the top of their class, consider cost, financial aid, 
academic support, institutional recruitment efforts, and distance to home in 
making their college choices, whereas those who attend one of the flagships 
place greater importance on academic reputation, institutional prestige, and 
social life. (p. 336) 

For Latino/a students, this has been true regarding their overall college choice. A 

policy advocate organization based in Washington, DC, Excelencia in Education, 

commissioned a study on Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) that confirmed the 

findings of Tienda and Niu (2006a) on Latina/o college choice:  

Latino students at HSIs prioritized college costs, proximity to where they lived, 
and an accessible campus as decisive factors in their college choice; Latino 
graduates who did not attend HSIs were more likely to prioritize financial aid, 
institutional prestige, and academic programs as critical factors influencing 
their college choice. (Santiago, 2007, p. 3)  
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Santiago’s Excelencia in Education study contradicted common economic models for 

college choice and provided new considerations for policy implications. Santiago 

additionally concluded that many Latina/o students decide on HSIs because they 

perceive a quality education to be based on their own motivation, and HSIs are more 

accessible economically and culturally since they are located within large Latina/o 

communities. What this means is that many Latina/o students see no difference in a 

quality education between the state’s flagship institutions and their local institution.  

Therefore, the broad policy strokes of Texas legislators do not consider that 

students from predominant or majority-minority schools are significantly less likely to 

enroll at a selective public institution, like the two state flagships in Texas (Tienda & 

Niu, 2006a). This is a huge problem as the discourse around the Top 10% policy has 

been directed at the admissions of these flagships. Tienda and Niu (2006a) additionally 

concluded that for Hispanic students, the concentration of economic disadvantage 

rather than their segregated ethnicity is largely responsible for their lower enrollment 

rate at selective institutions. What this means is that Latina/o students are choosing and 

enrolling at their local institution for varying reasons and conditions not anticipated by 

Texas legislators. Differences in enrollment between White and Latina/o students, as 

well as differences in choice as explained by Tienda and Niu (2006a) and Santiago 

(2007), highlight the greatest issue for many Latino students. Essentially, this speaks to 

the different educational realities and experiences and to overall college expectations 

between Whites and Latina/os, especially those living along the U.S.–Mexico border. 
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Finally, numerous research works have focused on the prevalent influential 

factors that “sociodemographic characteristics, particularly socioeconomic status, race 

and ethnicity” explain student success (Perna & Thomas, 2008, p. 43), which often 

also includes parental education levels as a socioeconomic indicator (Walpole, 2007). 

Perna and Thomas stated, “Educational research consistently shows that, even after 

taking into account other variables, socioeconomic status is positively associated with 

such measures of student success as choice of institution attended” (p. 43). 

Additionally, gender is becoming a focus in research studies regarding student success, 

particularly with recent growths in enrollment trends of female students (Bank, 2007; 

Leathwood & Read, 2008). 

Other Perspectives to Consider 

 As discussed in the prior section of this work, there are some unique findings 

(about the high school experience of Latina/os) that challenge current assumptions 

about going to college. Additionally, this review provides further consideration about 

the negative impact of segregation or concentrated disadvantage on college 

expectations (Niu et al., 2006; Orfield & Lee, 2005). However, what are other 

research-based conclusions that provide additional or different understandings of the 

Latina/o educational experience and going to college?  

Frost (2007) highlighted how higher concentrations of Latina/o students at high 

schools with similar demographics increase college expectations, which in turn 

significantly improve college-going rates. Frost stated,  
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Specifically, the observed negative relationship between the proportion of 
minority students and educational expectations is reversed when schools with 
similar kinds of students, socioeconomic levels, and scholastic achievement are 
compared. This is especially the case for schools with many Hispanic students. 
Moreover, the analysis suggests that attending schools with greater proportions 
of minority students positively influences students of all racial backgrounds. (p. 
59) 

Although this argument seems to counter Tienda and Niu’s (2006a) idea of segregated 

disadvantage, these two perspectives additionally hint at the contextual differences of 

Latina/o students that explain current policy results.  

Additionally, much has been written about the limited academic success of 

English language learner students and children of immigration and what this may mean 

for achieving a college education (Kao & Tienda, 1995; Súarez-Orozco & Súarez-

Orozco, 2001). These studies concluded that although the overall rates of success may 

be extremely low, many English language learners and immigrant students do 

experience high achievement and academic success in secondary schools. Although 

these studies indicated that these situations provide hope, considering school contexts 

and high resiliency levels of immigrant students, not enough is known about their 

college experience. Further studies are needed to best address the overall contextual 

differences of Latina/o students that lead to a college education.  

Above all, Latina/o students face economic, social, and academic 

disadvantages. Additionally, the Urban Institute (Ruiz de Velasco, Fix, & Clewell, 

2000) reported that among the different Latino ethnic groups, students of Mexican 

descent still face the greatest high school dropout rate, with even higher dropout rates 

for immigrant students of Mexican descent. As reported earlier in chapter 1, this is a 
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concern because 76% of the Latina/o population Texas is indeed of Mexican origin 

(Center for Latin American, Caribbean and Latino Studies, 2008). Nonetheless, as 

highlighted in the Community College Review (Curry, 2004), immigrant students 

increasingly are turning to community colleges for a higher education, largely due to 

low costs, better overall accessibility, and better support programs for students from 

culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.  

Discussing the Literature 

While the literature review provides understanding of the current influence of 

the Top 10% policy in the access of students from diverse backgrounds to top tier 

universities, the literature also highlights gaps in the literature and challenges in the 

policy itself. What is known about Latina/os at the Texas flagships, UT–Austin and 

Texas A&M, is that the Top 10% policy has increased enrollment at these schools 

since Hopwood v. State of Texas (1996). What is not known is how the Top 10% 

policy has influenced access and success of students attending Borderland universities, 

especially since the discourse around the Top 10% policy has been centered on the top 

tier universities. Part of the reason for this is that numerical diversity is not a concern 

for the numerous minority-serving institutions throughout the state, especially the HSIs 

like the Borderland universities. Although this study is not a policy analysis of the Top 

10% policy, it is intended to explore what happens to Borderland Top 10% students.  

Since many of the Latina/o students targeted in the Top 10% policy come from 

the Borderland, what can be said about Latina/o students? Tienda and Niu (2006a) 

stated, “Concentrated disadvantage rather than segregation per se is what dampens 
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enrollment odds for minority students who attend schools with few white students” (p. 

341). Additionally, Niu et al. (2006) explained, “Many qualifying students, particularly 

those from resource-poor high schools with low college-going traditions and members 

of under-represented groups, do not apply, and thus are excluded from the enrollment 

sample” (p. 269). Tienda and Niu (2006b) added, “Contrary to claims proliferated in 

the print media, these results demonstrate that feeder high school students enjoy a 

substantial advantage in their access to the Texas flagships” (p. 723). Differences in 

enrollment between White and Latina/o students, as well as differences in choice as 

explained by Tienda and Niu (2006a) and Santiago (2007), highlight the greatest issue 

for many Latina/o students.  

So, many questions continue to linger about the impact and success for Latino 

subgroup populations, such as with immigrant students and English language learners. 

More importantly, considering that many Latino students from the border area of 

Texas often decide to attend their local institution and forego their admissions at the 

elite institutions, does academic success or the likelihood of completing a degree now 

vary for them? This perspective is essential for higher education policy solutions that 

have a greater and better influence on the higher education of Latina/o students in 

Texas. 

Theoretical Framework 

I apply Bourdieu’s theoretical framework (1977, 1990, 2008; Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977) to analyze the findings of this study and to explain the differences in 

access and success of Borderland top 10% students. Bourdieu argues that an 
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individual’s means or actions along with socially constructed opportunities, such as 

going to college or career opportunity, interact to sustain stratification in society such 

as by gender, socioeconomic class, or race and ethnicity. Bourdieu explains that 

through varying levels of economic capital, which is how a dominant class is 

established, cultural and social capitals function through habitus to sustain or enhance 

social status or attain economic capital or desired outcomes.  

 
Figure 2: Bourdieu’s Theoretical Framework. Interpretation of Bourdieu’s theoretical 
framework in explaining how cultural capital (transcended from agents of social 
group) informs habitus in approaching an opportunity (mediated at times by agents) 
and creates a desired outcome or capital.  
 

Cultural capital is defined by Bourdieu as the sets of knowledge, behavior, 

perceptions and skills that improve or sustain social gain, hence creating a structuring 
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phenomenon. This cultural capital is then traditionally transcended and mediated by 

parents or agents of the social class (social capital), which is not taught in the public 

schools (See Figure 2). Finally, Bourdieu explains habitus as the link between cultural 

capital and the desired economic or educational outcome, that habitus is the 

subconscious agency or response to any given opportunity or event often mediated by 

social capital or networks. Therefore, habitus informed by cultural capital provides 

similar responses and actions for a social group to any given opportunity, hence 

stratification by gender, socioeconomic class, and ethnicity. Applied to education, 

student responses or decisions reflect their cultural capital to sustain or increase 

educational opportunities that in return provide or sustain economic, cultural, and 

social capitals (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Bourdieu, 1994; Lareau, 1993; MacLeod, 

1987; McDonough & Antonio, 1996; McDonough, 1997; McDonough et al., 1997; 

Walpole, 2003). Additionally, numerous higher education studies are increasingly 

applying Bourdieu’s framework regarding college choice and educational outcomes 

(Walpole, 2007), and so does this study. Although Bourdieu’s framework is criticized 

from a counternarrative perspective in how cultural capital is privileged by the 

dominant culture (Yosso, 2005), my interpretation of cultural capital is not limited to 

being applied to the dominant culture, but instead is appropriately defined and applied 

by each social group.  
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Chapter 3: Design and Methods 

 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the trends in access and success of 

Borderland Top 10% between top tier public universities and Borderland public 

universities in Texas. Using the Top 10% admission policy as a proxy for being 

college ready to any public university in Texas, regardless of selectivity or top tier 

status. This chapter describes the methods employed to satisfy the purpose of this study 

and to contribute empirically to the body of knowledge around the Texas Top 10% 

policy. This chapter includes (a) the research questions guiding this empirical analysis; 

(b) the methodology and data employed, along with the rationale for each method and 

hypotheses where they are quantitatively applied; (c) the measures for the analyses; (d) 

the research design and procedures; (e) the data analyses; and (f) the ethical 

considerations and limitations of this study.  

Research Questions 

This empirical comparative analysis was designed to seek out any institutional 

variations that arise between the two common choices of Top 10% students from the 

Borderland region. Therefore, the guiding questions for this study were the following:  

1. What are the trends in access of top 10% students between top-tier public 

universities and local Borderland universities?  

2. What are the trends in success (1-year persistence and 6-year graduation) of 

top 10% students between top-tier public universities and local Borderland 

universities, and how does success vary when controlling for student characteristics?  
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3. How do Borderland students explain their college success? 

Methodology and Data 

This study used a nonexperimental, prediction research design, because no 

controlled or experimental groups and no treatment or measured interventions were 

applied. For this study I employed a mixed-methods research design in order to answer 

the three research questions of this empirical comparative analysis (Mertens, 2005). To 

answer research question 1 and 2, I used descriptive and inferential statistics to 

compare college access and success of Borderland students. Research question 3 used 

focus group analysis to allow students to explain their success in their own context 

(Mertens). Mixed-methods provide the opportunity to further delve into explaining 

human research from multiple perspectives while considering how methods inform the 

analysis and ultimately the findings (Greene & Caracelli, 2003; Greene et al., 1989).  

It is important for the author to clarify that methods or methodology to do not 

follow any paradigmatic assumptions, thus quantitative or qualitative are just methods 

(Crotty, 2004). Additionally, since this work is multifocal and applies mixed 

paradigms (Gary & Costello, 1987; Young), in order to provide more powerful and in-

depth analysis of access and success Borderland students, this work puts a greater 

emphasis on the setting (Borderland) in informing this empirical study. To be more 

precise, the context and setting of this setting is informed by a history of legal and 

critically informed events, therefore including a critical paradigmatic influence in the 

development of this study (Crotty). Bourdieu’s theoretical framework was born out of 

critical thought, but is applied under post-structuralism theory since it argues against 
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structural definitions such as specific social class specific understandings of reality or 

knowledge based on power, hence this study also has a deconstructivist paradigmatic 

influence (Crotty).  

The quantitative data were derived from the multiyear, archived, individual-

level information facilitated by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board. The 

Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board collects reports from all institutions of 

higher education in the state. The reports are aggregated into a large database that 

stores student-level information on enrollment, graduation, and admissions reports. Via 

permission from the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, I was given 2-month 

access to the database with enrollment, graduation, and admissions reports with 

student-level information spanning the 1999–2000 to 2007–2008 academic years from 

all public universities in Texas, also known as 4-year universities. This data set was 

used to answer Research Questions 1 and 2 of this study.  

To answer Research Question 1, the analysis used descriptive statistics of 

student-level independent variables and enrollment data to conduct a comparison 

analysis between Top 10% students at top tier universities and at Borderland 

universities.  

The second research question used descriptive statistics with two outcome 

variables and independent student-level variables. Additionally, these outcome 

variables are coupled with logistic regression models to explain the selected outcome 

variables of 6-year graduation and 1-year persistence. Beneficial to this study is that it 

resolves any population sample issues. Since this analysis compared Top 10% students 
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from the flagship universities and Borderland universities in Texas, this study used 

data representing the entire population and avoided altogether issues of having an 

appropriate representation of the population. 

To answer Research Question 3, I employed qualitative methods using focus-

group interviews of Borderland Top 10% students (Fontana & Frey, 2005). This 

analysis focused on providing findings that might explain possible similarities or 

differences in student performance. Questions that were discussed in these focus 

groups were centered on explaining their current academic experience and 

performance. I achieved this by conducting focus-group interviews of Borderland Top 

10% students at one of the flagship universities and at five of the nine Borderland 

universities, for a total of nine focus-group interviews and 36 participants. 

Additionally, during the focus-group interviews, I used an individual free-write session 

to gain individualized thoughts about any aspect of the focus-group interview, which 

32 students provided.     

For the quantitative dataset, this study used two student outcome measures, 

graduation and persistence, to perform some of the descriptive statistics and the 

regression models in response to Research Question 2. Research Question 2 regarded 

the success of Borderland Top 10% students at Texas public universities, particularly 

within Borderland public universities while controlling for student characteristics.  

 1. Persistence was measured by tracking students through the 1999–2000 

through the 2002–2003 academic year first-time cohorts and following each following 

fall semester of each cohort by using enrollment reports in order to track a student’s 1-
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year persistence rate, a frequent alternative commonly used in college retention 

literature.  

 2. Graduation was measured through a recoded variable from enrollment 

reports from the 1999–2000 through the 2002–2003 academic year first-time cohorts 

and followed on for 6 years later for each cohort by using graduation reports in order to 

track a student’s length of undergraduate studies in a 6-year period and whether the 

student received a bachelor’s degree in that time period.     

Research Question 2 had two related hypotheses: 

H1. Controlling for individual characteristics and institutional enrollment, 

students will show significant differences in persistence rates. The rationale for H1 is 

that Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) theoretical models of student retention have been 

successful in informing much research around student attrition (Mallette & Cabrera, 

1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980, 1983; Terenzini, Lorang, & Pascarella, 1981). In 

order to use more than one outcome variable, 1-year persistence is an alternative to 

highlighting student performance, as utilized in student retention literature.  

H2. Controlling for individual characteristics and institutional enrollment, 

students will show significant differences in 6-year graduation rates. The rationale for 

H2 is that Alon and Tienda (2005) tested the mismatch hypotheses by comparing 

graduation likelihood between selective and nonselective universities from two 

nationally representative longitudinal data sets. Although the analytical concept is not 

new, it allowed for a direct comparison to Alon and Tienda’s findings. The analysis 

itself was new, using the Top 10% data sets and focused on students from a unique 
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setting, which contributed directly to this study as a policy analysis of the Top 10% 

policy and comparative study between top-tier and Borderland universities.   

Measures for the Quantitative Analyses 

 Data were collected from the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board 

database in order to determine Top 10% percent status for bachelor’s degree seeking, 

new students from the Borderland who attend either a Borderland university or a top-

tier university. The following four variables were used to identify students and to 

prepare the data to answer Research Questions 1 and 2: 

1. Admission’s action or acceptance status is the action key taken by the 

institution in response to the student’s application for admission. From this I 

determined students to be either in the Top 10% of the high school graduating class or 

not in the Top 10%.  

2. Entering status is a two-level variable: (a) no previous college work for level 

of award sought and (b) transfer. 

3. Residence code provided a three-digit code for Texas county, U.S. state, and 

country of origin. 

4. Institution was established using the Federal Interagency Committee on 

Education number, an institutional identification number assigned to each public 

university and college in Texas.  

 The following variables were used in order to consider student-level 

independent variables that have demonstrated significant differences in academic 

performances and historically have been applied across the social sciences. These 
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variables were used to describe traditional differences in academic performance in 

answering Research Questions 1 and 2 via descriptive statistics and to control for 

student-level independent characteristics in the logistic regressions in answering 

Research Question 2 (Perna & Thomas, 2008). These four variables, annual family 

income, college generation status, gender, and ethnicity, were based on data from the 

Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board database. Additionally, all unknown 

variable were treated as missing and not reported in the analysis, except under ethnicity 

where they were recoded as other.  

 1. Family’s gross income included both untaxed and taxed income from the 

most recent tax year, as reported on the application. This was a five-level variable: (a) 

less than $20,000, (b) $20,000–39,999, (c) $40,000–59,000, (d) $60,000–79,000, and 

(e) $80,000 and greater. For the purpose of providing a family income variable that 

would be more agile to apply and understand in inferential statistics, specifically in the 

logistics regressions, this variable was recoded into three levels of family income: (a) 

less than $40,000, or low socioeconomic status (SES); (b) $40,000–79,999, or middle 

SES; and (c) $80,000 or greater, or upper SES. 

 2. Generation college status is a merger of two variables from the Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board database by recoding students into one of two levels: 

(a) first-generation college student, with neither parent receiving an associate or 2-year 

degree and beyond; (b) second-generation or more college student, with either parent 

receiving an associate or 2-year degree and beyond. (In this dissertation, second-
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generation college status is used to refer to students who are at least second generation, 

but may be third-generation or later.) 

The two Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board variables combined to 

create generation college status were father’s education level and mother’s education 

level. Each of these two parental education-level variables represents the highest level 

of formal instruction received by the student’s father or male guardian. This is an 

seven-level variable: (a) no high school; (b) some high school and no diploma; (c) high 

school diploma, GED, or recognized home school; (d) some college; (e) associate or 2-

year degree; (f) bachelor’s or 4-year degree; and (g) graduate or professional degree.   

 3. Gender is a two-level variable, female and male. 

 4. Ethnic origin is a coded, seven-level variable: (a) White non-Hispanic, (b) 

Black non-Hispanic, (c) Hispanic, (d) Asian or Pacific Islander, (e) American Indian or 

Alaskan Native, (f) international, and (g) unknown or not reported. Since the latter 

three groups are at times reported with fewer than 5 students, American Indian or 

Alaskan, international, and unknown or not reported statistics were merged as “other.” 

Additionally, for this work, White non-Hispanic is referred to as White; Black non-

Hispanic is referred to as Black; Hispanic is referred to as Latina/o; Asian or Pacific 

Islander is referred to as Asian; and American Indian or Alaskan Native is referred to 

as indigenous, if not merged into the “other” category.  

Research Procedures and Data Analyses 

Research Question 1 was the following: What are the trends in access in a Top 

10% admissions policy environment for Borderland students at top-tier public 
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universities and their local Borderland universities? Research Question 1 was answered 

by using descriptive (cross-tabulation) statistics of the graduation and persistence 

variables with an enrollment variable indicating institutional region (Borderland 

institution, top-tier institution, non-Borderland institution).  

Research Question 2 was the following: What are the trends in success of 

Borderland Top 10% students at Texas public universities, particularly between 

Borderland public universities and top-tier universities, and controlling for student 

characteristics how does success vary? To answer Research Question 2, both 

descriptive statistics and inferential statistics were applied. For inferential statistics a 

logistic regression model was applied using the following formula.  

Log [P(Y=1)/ P(Y=0)] =  

β0 + β1(X1) + β2(X2) + β3(X3) + β4(X4) + β5(X5) + 

 β6(X6) + β7(X7) + β8(X8) + β9(X9) + β10(X10) 

Controlling for student characteristics, the Log [P(Y = 1)/P(Y = 0)] translates as 

the probability of achieving graduation within a 6-year period when Y = 1, and when 

not graduated within a 6-year period (Y = 0). The same applies to persistence as the 

outcome variable, controlling for student characteristics, the Log [P(Y = 1)/P(Y = 0)] 

translates as the probability of achieving 1-year persistence when Y = 1, and when not 

persisted in 1-year (Y = 0). The independent variables or student characteristics were 

controlled in the probability or the Log [P(Y = 1)/P(Y = 0)] are β1 (Hispanic), β2 

(Black), β3 (Asian), β4 (other), and White is the reference variable; β5 (Female), where 

Male is its reference variable; β6 (first-generation college student), where greater than 
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or equal to second-generation college student is the reference variable; β7 (less than 

$40,000 family income, or low SES), with $80,000 or higher family income or upper 

SES is its reference variable; β8 ($40,000–79,999 family income, or middle SES), with 

$80,000 or higher family income or upper SES as its reference variable; β9 (Borderland 

university), where other Texas universities is its reference variable; and β10 (top-tier 

university), where other Texas universities is its reference variable. The intercept in the 

formula was βo, and X was determined by the change per unit, also known as the 

reference variable of the independent variable. Therefore the formula is:   

In order to better facilitate the description of the variables applied for both 

research questions one and two, Table 2 reflects all variables and their definitions. 

Table 2  

Variables for Statistics 
 
Variable  Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board Definition 
1-Year Persistence (0,1) Enrollment in the fall semester following the student’s first-year enrollment  
6-Year Graduation (0,1) Bachelor’s degree attainment within 6 years of first-time enrollment  
White    White non-Hispanic ethnicity 
Black    Black non-Hispanic ethnicity 
Latina/o    Hispanic ethnicity 
Asian    Asian or Pacific Islander ethnicity 
Other     International, American Indian or Alaskan Ethnicity 
Female (1)   Male (0) 
1st Coll. Generation (0) No parent or guardian has received an associate or 2-year degree and beyond 
≤2nd Coll. Generation (1)  A parent or guardian has received an associate or 2-year degree and beyond  
<$40,000   Annual family gross income, or low socioeconomic status (SES) 
$40,000–79,999  Annual family gross income, or middle SES 
≤$80,000   Annual family gross income, or upper SES 
Borderland University UT Brownsville, UT-El Paso, UT-Pan American, UT-San Antonio, Texas 

A&M University-Corpus Christi, Texas A&M University-Kingsville, Texas 
A&M International University, Sul Ross State University, and Sul Ross State 
University-Rio Grande College  

Top Tier University The University of Texas at Austin and Texas A&M University 
Other Texas Universities Remaining 24 Texas public universities (out of 35) 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Qualitative Analysis 

Research Question 3 required a qualitative analysis: how do Borderland top 

10% students explain their success? Using qualitative analysis through student focus-

group interviews, I further explored the lived experiences of students that explained 

their academic success (Fontana & Frey, 2005). The important aspect of qualitative 

research is the context in which the participants share with the researcher (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005; Mertens, 2005), moreover, in applying focus group methods provides 

an easier facilitation of shared or phenomenological themes among the participants 

through group dynamics and interactions (Morgan, 1997, 1998a, 1998b).  

The province of qualitative research, accordingly, is the world of the lived 
experience, for this is where individual belief intersects with culture. Under this 
model there is no preoccupation with discourse and methods as material 
interpretive practices that constitute representation and description (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005, p. 8). 
 

It is through these lived experiences of Borderland students in their college access and 

success that this study engaged to further explain college success. Additionally, from a 

phenomenological perspective the focus group method is what better facilitates the 

important and common themes of the lived experiences of Borderland students 

(Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994).  

The specifically explored topics included academic and social experiences and 

access and persistence issues. This study highlights trends and major themes found in 

the interviews. The interviews averaged about 1 hour per group. One focus-group 

interview was conducted at one top-tier university, and eight focus-group interviews 
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were conducted at five of the nine Borderland universities, for a total of nine focus-

group interviews and 36 participants.  

The selection process for participants was conducted by each institution’s 

office of student affairs and at their own discretion on how to identify students to 

participate in this study. At all times, both on behalf of the researcher and the 

institutions, Institutional Review Boards for each institution were notified and 

appropriate procedures were followed regarding the Family Education Rights and 

Privacy Act (FERPA). 

Prior to the focus-group interview, field-testing on the reliability of the 

questions was conducted on two Borderland students attending one of the focus-group 

sites, who provided feedback on understanding of the questions. The questions used for 

the focus-group interview are found in Appendix C. These questions were produced in 

part through the higher education administrative experiences of the author and in 

reference to institutional perspectives on student success (Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005; Perna & Thomas, 2008).  

As part of the interview process, a second component was introduced in the 

form of free writes, which focused on individual reflection of the student’s 

experiences. This was included towards the end of each focus-group interview for an 

average of 15 minutes, during which the students participated in the free-write about 

anything related to their educational experience as Top 10% Borderland students at 

their respective institutions or about their experience of the interview itself. This free-

write could include a story or narrative, a message, concerns, topics or themes not 
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discussed, topics or themes the student wished to highlight or further elaborate on, any 

shared moment of empowerment within the discussion, any comments or critique 

about this experience, or thoughts about their academic success at their respective 

university. From a phenomenological perspective this provides students to provide 

more powerful and in-depth responses to the prior discussion as a focus group, thus 

enhancing or further accentuating the common themes. An additional advantage of this 

is that it gave students the opportunity to discuss any responses in which students felt 

not willing to share with the group of students. After the free-write, there was 

additional time for the students to add any other conversation to the focus group, which 

gave students one last opportunity to provide any new thoughts to the conversation that 

might have arisen from their free write reflection. A total of 32 students participated in 

the free-write session.  

The data analyses of both the interviews after they were transcribed and the 

free-write used theme coding and frequency analysis of the focus group interviews. 

These themes were identified based on grounded theory methods, in which data is 

themed openly and directs the researcher in interpreting data after it is collected and 

themed (Charmaz, 2008; Morgan et al., 2008; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Glaser, 1992).  

Fundamental tenets of the grounded theory method include: (1) minimizing 
preconceived ideas about the research problem and the data, (2) using 
simultaneous data collection and analysis to inform each other, (3) remaining 
open to varied explanations and/or understandings of the data, and (4) focusing 
data analysis to construct middle-range theories. Rather than viewing only the 
product of inquiry-the completed grounded theory-as emergent, I argue that the 
method itself is emergent (p155, Charmaz). 
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In this case, data was themed openly using the data management program Atlas-ti. 

These themes are described in Chapter 5 and interpreted through Bourdieu’s 

theoretical framework in the final chapter of this work.  

Ethical Considerations 

 Institutional Review Board and Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act 

agreements were made with the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, UT–

Austin, UT–El Paso, UT–Pan-American, UT–San Antonio, Texas A&M University–

Corpus Christi, and Texas A&M International University to protect individual-level 

data. Additionally, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board recoded all unique 

identifiable information, such as Social Security numbers and dates of birth, in order to 

protect each student file. The qualitative data collection would present natural bias in 

the selection process, but no more or less anticipated with any focus-group interviews.  

Limitations of This Study 

 The limitations of this study are in its methodology, which used mixed methods 

in order to reduce these limitations. Additionally, findings are confined to the 

availability of data, or to the variables provided in the data set. The central limitation is 

based on the use of traditional 1-year persistence rates and 6-year graduation rates to 

determine academic success. However, considering the data source, individual-level 

data from the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, this study actually used the 

entire population of Texas Top 10% first-year bachelor degree seeking students for 

student cohorts who began their college experience in the 1999–2000 and through the 

2007–2008 academic year. Because the data only cover graduation reports through the 
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2007–2008 academic year, a methodological limitation is that most graduation reports 

typically encompass 6-year rates and therefore reduce the regression analysis 

component of this study to four cohort groups. However, in order to accommodate for 

that limitation in the regression analysis, this study used 1-year persistence as a 

variable outcome. Additionally, both in graduation and persistence, Top 10% students 

demonstrate a consistent trend, as will be shown in chapter 4, which justified merging 

all four first-year cohorts from 1999–2003 as one group for the regression analyses. 

This provided a better and different picture of academic success by using both 

academic outcome variables, particularly since this was an institutional comparative 

analysis that included selectivity and status of institutions.  
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Chapter 4: Quantitative Findings 

 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the trends in access and success of top 

10% students at Borderland and top tier public universities in Texas. This chapter 

highlights major findings of this empirical study in answering the following 

quantitative research questions:  

1. What are the trends in access in a Top 10% admissions policy environment 

for Borderland students at Borderland universities and at top-tier public universities?  

2. What is the success of Borderland Top 10% students between Borderland 

public universities and top-tier public universities while controlling for student 

characteristics?  

Results from Research Questions 1 and 2 are included in this chapter. Results 

from Research Question 3 are presented in chapter 5: Qualitative Findings and 

Analysis. 

Trends in Access and Success 

 The following descriptive statistics describe enrollment trends in access and 

success of Texas Top 10% students by using data retrieved through the Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board between the academic years 1999–2000 through 2007–

2008. These statistics were used to compare differences between Borderland Top 10% 

students to other Top 10% students as well as between Borderland universities and top-

tier universities. The figures in this section answer Research Question 1 and 2 

regarding trends in access in and success, accompanied by a written explanation. It is 
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important to keep in mind that these data reflect all Texas Top 10% students enrolled 

at a Texas public university.  

Institutional Differences and Borderland Students: Access and Success 

It is also important to keep in mind that almost consistently for the 9 academic 

years of reported data, 21.4% of all Top 10% students originate from a Texas 

Borderland county. Figure 3 illustrates the first-year student enrollment trend between 

Borderland Top 10% students and other Top 10% students at either a Texas 

Borderland public university or a Texas top-tier public university. 

In the 1999–2000 academic year, 47% of Borderland Top 10% students 

enrolled at a top-tier university, and 56% of other Top 10% students enrolled at a top-

tier university. Nine years later, although enrollment increases occurred for all Top 

10% students, enrollment rates only changed by 1% for each student group. In the 

2007–2008 academic year, 46% of all Borderland Top 10% students enrolled at a top-

tier university, and 57% of other Top 10% students enrolled at a top-tier university. 

Borderland Top 10% students enrolled at a Borderland university follow a similar 

pattern, with 39% enrolled in 1999–2000 and 41% enrolled in 2007–2008. Lastly, 

other Top 10% students consistently enrolled at 1% across this time period at 

Borderland universities, clearly demonstrating that Borderland universities are 

exclusive for Borderland Top 10% students.  
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Figure 3. Top 10% first-year student enrollment by student region and institution.  
 

 Comparing enrollment rates began to hint at differences between institutions 

and students. Figure 4 further illustrates these differences between institutions and 

students by comparing the rates of students that enroll in the fall semester following 

their first-year enrollment at Borderland universities, top-tier universities, and other 

Texas universities. Among these three types of institutions, top-tier institutions clearly 

had a consistent 1-year persistence rate that was almost 10% higher than both 

Borderland universities and other Texas universities, 95–85% in the last cohort year. 

The only point that does not follow a trend is the 2003–2004 first-year cohort at 

Borderland universities, which reported a lower persistence rate of 81%. 
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 Additionally in Figure 4, the drop in persistence for the 2003–2004 first-year 

cohort at Border universities might be related to changes in tuition deregulation policy 

in the state. With Texas HB 3015 (2003), the Texas Legislature granted tuition-setting 

authority to public university governing boards; students felt its impact the following 

academic year, 2004–2005. Although this study does not prove this correlation, it does 

indicate a flag for further study. 

 
Figure 4. Top 10% 1-year persistence rates by institution. 
 

 In Figure 5, the differences in 1-year persistence rates observed between 

Borderland students and other students are not as stark as the differences observed 

between institutions. In fact, though for the most part other students had a slightly 

higher persistence rate than Borderland students; the difference in persistence between 



 

56 

these two groups hardly varied for 2 cohort years and never was 3% or greater for all 

other cohort years. This comparison suggests heterogeneity in enrollment rates of both 

Borderland students and other students at top-tier universities that may relate to 

persistence rates.  

 
Figure 5. Top 10% 1-year persistence rates by student region. 
 

 Figure 6 also suggests heterogeneity of Borderland students in enrollment 

between institutions. However, this is based on the assumption that institution alone 

may not have an influence on 1-year persistence rates. Comparing persistence rates of 

Borderland students by institution highlighted differences in persistence based on 

where they ultimately enrolled. This result confirmed the institutional differences 

reported on persistence rates of all Top 10% students in Figure 4. Also, as in Figure 4, 
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the drop in persistence for the 2003–2004 first-year cohort appeared to be specifically 

prevalent for Borderland students. Further research would be needed to indicate 

whether indeed this was a result of tuition deregulation from Texas HB 3015 (2003), 

possibly influencing Borderland students to transfer to local community colleges where 

costs are significantly less.  

 
Figure 6. Borderland Top 10% 1-year persistence rates by institution. 
 

 Comparing enrollment and persistence rates of Borderland students and by 

institution provided some insight into further outcome differences. Graduation rates, as 

shown in Figures 7 and 8, accentuate the differences in academic outcomes between 

institutions and for Borderland students. Figure 6 compares all Top 10% students for 

which 6-year graduation rates could be calculated within the data set, which were four 
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first-year cohorts 1999–2000 through 2002–2003. At top-tier universities across this 

time period, an average of 85.1% of Top 10% students received a bachelor’s degree 

within 6-years, compared to 66.8% at other Texas universities and 60.6% at 

Borderland universities.  

 
Figure 7. Top 10% 6-year graduation rates by institution. 
 

Figure 8 further makes the case of institutional differences between Borderland 

students and other students. First, graduation rates of Borderland Top 10% students at 

top-tier universities were lower than the rates for all Top 10% students, as reported in 

Figure 7. In further comparing Figures 7 and 8, slight differences and a similarity in 

trend are observable between all Top 10% students at Borderland universities and 

Borderland Top 10% students. This similarity further contributes to the idea from 
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Figure 3 that Borderland institutions are exclusive to Borderland Top 10% students. 

The interesting difference in comparing Borderland students to all students at other 

Texas universities is that Borderland students had a notable higher graduation rate and 

did not follow the same trend in graduation rates. Therefore, these differences suggest 

the importance of considering ethnicity, gender, college generation, and family income 

to better explain possible institutional differences. Additionally, as a side note, the 10% 

climb in graduation rates for other Texas universities 1999–2000 is unexplainable and 

will require further research, especially since the climb is very minimal at Borderland 

universities.  

 
Figure 8. Borderland Top 10% student 6-year graduation rate by institution. 
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Ethnicity: Access and Success  

 Since the history of the Top 10% policy is rooted in affirmative action history, 

it is important to consider the relationship between ethnicity and enrollment. More 

importantly, this analysis is vital because of the history of variation with college access 

among ethnic groups. From this analysis, of all Latina/o Top 10% first-year students 

enrolled in 2007–2008 at Texas public universities, 57% came from the Borderland 

region. Figure 9 highlights the large Latina/o Top 10% first-year student enrollment at 

Borderland universities, reflecting an increase in both population and percentage of 

total first-year enrolled population. Figure 9 also highlights a decrease in percentage of 

White students. In 1999–2000, the Latina/o Top 10% first-year enrollment reflected 

69% of the total enrolled population, with 25% White. In 2007–2008, the Latina/o Top 

10% first-year enrollment reflected 77% of the total enrolled population, with 14% 

White. An important note is that the spike in enrollment growth in the 2006–2007 

academic year did not follow the growth trend from all other years. This might have 

been a direct result of change in tuition policy for Texas residents. More specifically, 

Texas Senate Bill 1528 (2005) improved how students can be identified as Texas 

residents and pay in-state tuition as earlier specified by Texas HB 1403 (2001). The 

key difference was that a student’s residency status was no longer dependent on 

parental residency status. However, this would need further study in order to link 

changes in enrollment to this specific change in state policy. 
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Figure 9. Top 10% first-year student enrollment by ethnicity at Borderland 
universities. 
 

Figure 10 illustrates the changes in the ethnic composition of Top 10% first-

year student enrollment at top-tier universities, especially since all ethnic groups 

showed an increase in population during the reported time period. From the 1999–2000 

academic year to the 2007–2008 academic year, the White Top 10% student 

representation decreased from 69% to 60% of the total Top 10% student enrollment; 

the Black Top 10% student representation slightly increased from 4% to 5%; the 

Latina/o Top 10% student representation increased from 14% to 21%; and the Asian 

Top 10% representation also slightly increased from 12% to 14%. 
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Figure 10. Top 10% first-year student enrollment by ethnicity at Texas top-tier public 
universities. 
 

The Latina/o and White Top 10% first-year student populations at top-tier 

universities have shifted towards a closer representation of the state’s population, 

which has not been the case for Asian students and only slightly for Black students. 

This suggests differences in first-year student enrollment rates between ethnic groups 

at the top-tier universities. In fact, in the 2007–2008 academic year, 67% of all Asian 

Top 10% first-year students enrolled at a top-tier university, in comparison to 60% of 

White students, 44% of Latino students, and 37% of Black students.  

 As reported above, differences in enrollment rates existed between ethnic 

groups and between institutions. Additionally, Figure 11 reports differences in 1-year 
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persistence rates between ethnic groups of all Top 10% students at Texas public 

universities. Asian students had the highest persistence rates of all groups, followed by 

White students. Latina/o students and Black students showed similarities in persistence 

rates and a possible trend of a decreasing persistence rate since the 2002–2003 cohort 

year. However, the more worrisome trend in persistence is for Black Top 10% 

students, from 89% for the 2002–2003 first-year cohort to its lowest point, 84%, only 

three cohorts later.  

 
Figure 11. Top 10% 1-year persistence rate by ethnicity. 
 

In comparing Borderland Top 10 %students (Figure 12) to all Top 10% 

students (Figure 11), because 57% of Latina/o students come from the Borderland 

region, the trend in Latina/o persistence is similar in both figures. However, 
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Borderland White, Black, and Asian students demonstrated varying trends, which may 

be largely due to population size effects. However, particularly with the Black student, 

this trend also revealed lower persistence rates, coinciding with Figure 11.    

 
Figure 12. Borderland Top 10% student 1-year persistence rates by ethnicity. 
 

 Lastly, in regards to ethnicity and 6-year graduation rates of both Asian and 

White Top 10% students in comparison to Latina/o Top 10% students and Black Top 

10% students, Figure 13 highlights prevalent academic differences. Asian and White 

students had similar graduation rates in percentage and in trend across the four cohorts, 

with an average across the cohort years of 80.4% for White students and 80.1% for 

Asian students. Latina/o and Black Top 10% students had a consistent graduation rate 
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across the four cohorts, with Latina/o students averaging 66.2% and Black students 

61.0%.  

 
Figure 13. Top 10% 6-year graduation rates by ethnicity.  
 

 Figure 15 begins to highlight the dependability of using graduation rates for 

Borderland students, as opposed to persistence rates (Figure 12), largely due to greater 

consistency in observing trends. As with all Top 10% students (Figure 13), Borderland 

White and Asian Top 10% students demonstrated close graduation rates. Latina/o Top 

10% students from the Borderland were very consistent in graduation rates, 66% 

across all four cohorts. Borderland Black students, however, for the first cohort group 

reported a higher graduation rate than all Black Top 10% students but reported lower 
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graduation rates, at 60% or below thereafter, which may or may not be due to 

population size impact and requires further study. 

 
Figure 14. Borderland Top 10% student 6-year graduation rates by ethnicity. 
 

Gender: Access and Success  

In Figure 15, for the 2007–2008 academic year, of all Top 10% first-year 

students enrolled in a Texas public university, 61% were female and 39% male. Of all 

Borderland Top 10% first-year students, 61% were female and 39% male as well. Of 

the female Borderland Top 10% first-year students, an almost equal number of 

students enrolled at Borderland universities as at top-tier universities, with 43% for 

each and a remaining 13% at other Texas universities. Male Borderland Top 10% 

students had a higher enrollment rate at the top-tier universities, 51%, with 38% 
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enrolling at Borderland universities and the remaining 11% at other Texas universities. 

Even though male Borderland Top 10% students enrolled at greater rates at top-tier 

universities, because of the prevalent gender gap in the Top 10% population, more 

female Borderland students enrolled at both Borderland and top-tier universities. 

Similarly in this same year, across ethnicities among all Top 10% students, male Top 

10% first-year students enrolled at the top-tier universities at greater rates, but the top-

tier universities continued to enroll more female first-year students than males, 57% to 

43%. Borderland universities had a greater gender gap in first-year enrollment, 64% 

female and 36% male, and other Texas universities had a slightly greater gender gap in 

first-year enrollment, 66% female and 34% male.  

 
Figure 15. Borderland Top 10% first-year student enrollment by gender and 
institution, 2007–2008. 
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In Figure 16, interestingly, the gender gap is not observable in comparing 1-

year persistence rates between female and male Top 10% students at Texas public 

universities. Figure 17 further suggests, as do differences in persistence rates by 

ethnicity from Figure 12, that 1-year persistence rates for Borderland Top 10% 

students may not be great indicators for academic success, largely due to population 

size effects.  

 
Figure 16. Top 10% 1-year persistence rates by gender. 
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Figure 17. Borderland Top 10% student 1-year persistence rates by gender. 
 

However, results also may demonstrate the success of highly academically 

prepared students; a policy like the Top 10% policy identifies students who reduce 

certain group effects. Unfortunately, such is not the case 5 years later in observing 6-

year graduation rates in Figure 18.  
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Figure 18. Top 10% 6-year graduation rates by gender. 
 

Figure 19 illustrates an observable difference in graduation rates between 

female and male Top 10% students at Texas public universities. However, the 

difference in gender gap is not as prevalent as it was for ethnicity in Figure 13. The 

average across the four cohort groups is 77.4% for female and 74.3% for male Top 

10% students. For Borderland Top 10% students (Figure 19), the graduation rates for 

both females and males were lower than all Top 10% students. However, the 

difference was almost similar, with a 72.3% graduation rate for Borderland females 

and 68.0% graduation rate for Borderland males. These results suggest that gender 

differences are not as prevalent for students who are highly prepared for academic 
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success, if the Top 10% policy is used as an indicator for quality of college 

preparation.  

 
Figure 19. Borderland Top 10% student 6-year graduation rates by gender. 
 

College Generation: Access and Success  

 Figure 20 further highlights stark enrollment differences of first-year students 

that relate to academic success differences in education, as discussed in chapter 2. 

First, in 2007–2008 the majority of Borderland students reported as second-generation 

(and above) college students enrolled at a top-tier university. In fact, of all Borderland 

second-generation college students who enrolled at a public university in Texas, 72% 

enrolled at a top-tier university, compared to 58% of first-generation college students. 

Although not much can be said about the students who did not report a college 
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generation status, Borderland students who did not report a college generation status 

overwhelmingly enrolled at a Borderland university.  

 
Figure 20. Borderland Top 10% first-year enrollment by college generation and 
institution, 2007–2008. 
 

 Because of the institutional differences in enrollment of Borderland students 

reporting a college generation status, Figures 21 and 22 each illustrate a breakdown of 

enrollment of all first-year Top 10% students by college generation at Borderland 

universities (Figure 21) and at top-tier universities (Figure 22). Figure 21 highlights the 

large enrollment increase of students not reporting a college generation and a possible 

decrease in trend of enrollment for both first- and second-generation college students 

since the 2003–2004 academic year.  
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Figure 21. Top 10% first-year enrollment by college generation at Borderland public 
universities. 
 

Figure 22 highlights the consistent differences in enrollment by college 

generation of Top 10% students at top-tier universities and, more importantly, an 

increasing enrollment and percentage growth of second-generation college students 

among Top 10% students. In the last academic year, 66% of all Top 10% students at 

top-tier universities were of second-generation college status. Interestingly, as with 

Figure 9 regarding Latina/o students at Borderland universities, the spike in enrollment 

growth in the 2006–2007 academic year does not follow the growth trend from all 

other years. It is possible that this is a direct result of change in tuition policy for Texas 

residents. More specifically, Texas Senate Bill 1528 (2005) improved how students 
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can be identified as Texas residents and pay in-state tuition as earlier specified by 

Texas HB1403 (2001). This link requires further study. 

 
Figure 22. Top 10% first-year enrollment by college generation at top-tier universities. 
 

 Considering the vast differences in enrollment of Top 10% students by college 

generation, differences in academic outcomes confirmed research reported in chapter 

2. Figure 23 illustrates differences in 1-year persistence rates by college generation of 

all Top 10% students. In fact, consistently about 94% of Top 10% students who were 

second-generation college students at Texas public universities enrolled in the fall 

semester following their first-year enrollment. Top 10% students who were first-

generation college students enrolled their second year in college at lower rates than 
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second-generation college students but at higher rates than students whose college 

generation status is unknown.  

 
Figure 23. Top 10% 1-year persistence rate by college generation 
  

 Figure 24, although similar in trend as 1-year persistence rates, further 

accentuates the influence of college generation on academic success by comparing 6-

year graduation rates. In fact, graduation rates across the four cohort years were almost 

consistent for the different college generation status groups. Across the four cohort 

years, 84.7% of second-generation college students persisted in college after their first 

year, compared to 72.2% of first-generation college students. 
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Figure 24. Top 10% 6-year graduation rates by college generation. 
 

Borderland Top 10% students when compared by college generation status 

demonstrated interesting findings for both persistence rates (Figure 25) and graduation 

rates (Figure 26). First, differences in college generation status demonstrated a more 

consistent differentiated trend in persistence than the analyses regarding ethnicity and 

gender. As confirmed with Figures 23 and 24, Figures 25 and 26 similarly illustrate 

distinct differences in trend between college generation status. Second-generation 

college students outperformed first-generation college students. The important 

difference between all Top 10% students and Borderland Top 10% student regarding 

college generation status is that Borderland students persisted at a very slight lower 

rate, 1% lower on average across the eight cohorts for all three reported groups.  
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Figure 25. Borderland Top 10% student 1-year persistence rates by college generation 
status. 
 

Additionally, in comparing average graduate rates across the four cohorts, Borderland 

students performed at lower rates than all students, first-generation college students 

6.4% lower, and second-generation college students 3.7% lower. This suggests that 

Top 10% Borderland students with first-generation college status have a slight 

heterogeneity effect and may have varying effects based on intersectionalities from 

other group identities. 
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Figure 26. Borderland Top 10% student 6-year graduation rates by college generation 
status. 

 

Family Income: Access and Success 

The most popular factor in studying differences in academic success is by far 

SES, or in this case family income. In the evaluation of annual family income with this 

data set, differences in enrollment, persistence, and graduation were observed for Top 

10% students. In Figure 27, for the 2007–2008 academic year, Borderland Top 10% 

first-year students enrolled at vastly different rates at Borderland, top-tier, and other 

Texas universities when considering family income.  
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Figure 27. Borderland Top 10% student enrollment by annual family income and 
institution, 2007–2008. 
 

Of all Borderland first-year students who reported an $80,000 and above annual 

family income, 72% enrolled at a top-tier university. For Borderland first-year students 

with below a $40,000 annual family income and with $40,000–79,999 annual family 

income, the enrollment rate at top-tier universities was the same, at 57%. Additionally, 

as annual family income increased, enrollment at Borderland universities decreased for 

Borderland Top 10% first-year students.  

Comparing Figures 28 and 29, which illustrate Top 10% first-year enrollment 

at Borderland universities (Figure 28) and top-tier universities (Figure 29), highlights 

vast differences in Top 10% first-year enrollment rates. Similarly to students at 
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Borderland universities—students in Figure 9 regarding Latina/o students—the spike 

in enrollment growth in the 2006–2007 academic year did not follow the growth trend 

from all other years. This might be a direct result of change in tuition policy for Texas 

residents. More specifically, Texas Senate Bill 1528 (2005) improved how students 

can be identified as Texas residents and pay in-state tuition as earlier specified by 

Texas HB 1403 (2001). This link has greater reason for further study.  

 
Figure 28. Top 10% first-year enrollment by annual family income at Borderland 
universities. 
 

Interestingly, in 2005–2006, first-year students at Borderland universities 

shifted in trend (Figure 28), although this was not the case for top-tier universities 

(Figure 29). At Borderland universities, the greater the annual family income, the 
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fewer enrolled students. For top-tier universities, the greater the annual family income, 

the greater the enrollment of Top 10% students, with a constant growth in first-year 

enrollment of students from an $80,000 and above family income, unlike all other 

income levels.  

 
Figure 29. Top 10% first-year enrollment by annual family income at top-tier 
universities. 
 

 Figure 30 illustrates the influence of family income on 1-year persistence rates 

for all Top 10% students. The greater the annual family income of Top 10% students, 

the more students returned the fall semester after their first year in college.  
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Figure 30. Top 10% 1-year persistence rate by annual family income.  
 

In Figure 31, in a more consistent manner, 6-year graduation rates further 

accentuate the difference in academic outcome of Top 10% students by annual family 

income across the four cohort groups. Similar to Figure 30, the greater the annual 

family income, the greater the likelihood of Top 10% students graduating in 6 years.  
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Figure 31. Top 10% 6-year graduation rates by family income. 
 

 The differences in family income levels for Borderland Top 10% students 

regarding persistence rates (Figure 32) were not as easily distinct as for all Top 10% 

students. Borderland Top 10% students from a family income of $80,000 and above 

continued to report the highest performance results. Unfortunately, the trends in 

persistence rates for students who reported an unknown family income, less than 

$40,000 family income, or $40,000–79,999 family income were similar or intersecting. 

However, one point of observation is the persistence rate change for the 2006–2007 

first-year cohort for students from a $40,000–79,999 family income. One possible 

reason might be changes in the financial-aid system; however, this drop will require 

further study.  
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Figure 32. Borderland Top 10% student 1-year persistence rates by family income. 
 

 Lastly, graduation rates across the four cohorts of Borderland Top 10% 

students by family income (Figure 33) showed a similar trend to that found with 

college generation status (Figure 26). Both in college generation and here in family 

income, similar graduation rates are observed to those of the lowest academically 

performing reported group, first-generation college students (Figure 26) and students 

with less than $40,000 family income (Figure 33). Similar to all Top 10% students 

(Figure 31), Borderland Top 10% students had a higher graduation rate with greater 

family income level. However, in comparing the average of graduation rates across the 

four cohort groups, like the earlier comparison by college generation, Borderland Top 

10% students had slightly lower graduation rates than all Top 10% students when 
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observing family income. Borderland students showed lower graduation rates, at an 

average of 4% less across all groups in family income. 

 
Figure 33. Borderland Top 10% student 6-year graduation rates by family income. 
 

Controlling for Student Characteristics 

 Since differences were established in persistence rates and graduation rates of 

Top 10% students based on ethnicity, gender, college generation status, and annual 

family income, the next step was to control for these individual effects to explain the 

academic outcome variables. The second research question was the following: What is 

the success of Borderland Top 10% students at Texas public universities, particularly 

between Borderland public universities and top-tier public universities while 

controlling for student characteristics? To answer this question a logistic regression 
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analysis was used with 1-year persistence and 6-year graduation as the outcome 

variables, applying an alpha level of p < .01 to determine significance.  

In order to process these analyses, the same first-year cohort groups were 

aggregated together, from academic years 1999–2000 through 2002–2003. 

Additionally, although in some cases unknown variables demonstrated varying 

outcomes than identified variables, any students with any unknown response in college 

generation status and annual family income were not used in any of the analyses. This 

provided a total of 34,944 out of 49,463 students from the four cohort groups for the 

logistic regression analyses. Also, the analyses used three student groups, hence three 

regression analyses.  

The first student group represented all Top 10% students during the four first-

year cohort groups, which translates to students who first enrolled 1999–2000 through 

2002–2003. The second analysis or student group represented only Borderland Top 

10% students, or Top 10% students whose county of origin was from the Borderland 

region as identified in chapter 2. The third analysis or student group represented all 

Top 10% students, excluding Borderland Top 10% students, hence other Top 10% 

students.  

Lastly, the three enrolled institution variables were represented by three groups 

of universities. The first, top-tier universities, included the two public top-tier 

universities in Texas, UT–Austin and Texas A&M University. The second, Borderland 

universities, included all nine 4-year public universities located in the Borderland 

region, as reported in chapter 1. The last variable, other Texas universities, represented 
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all 4-year public universities in Texas, excluding both top-tier and Borderland 

universities.  

Additionally, all regression models for both persistence and graduation 

outcome variables reported a goodness of fit as reported by the likelihood ratio. 

Therefore, for all three models for both persistence and graduation, I rejected the null 

hypotheses and concluded that at least one of the coefficients was not 0. 

One-Year Persistence Rate Logistic Regression 

 First, the regression models for 1-year persistence as the outcome variables 

were significant at p < .0001, and therefore for all three models I rejected the null 

hypotheses and concluded that at least one of the coefficients was not 0, which 

indicates a goodness of fit. Table 3 is the result of the logistics regression with 1-year 

persistence as the outcome variable. For all students, when controlling for ethnicity, 

gender, college generation status, annual family income, and where the student 

enrolled, students who attend a top-tier university are 2.37 times likely to persist to the 

fall semester after their first-year enrollment than students enrolled at other Texas 

universities, with a significance level of p < .0001. In this same regard, students at 

Borderland universities were less likely, 0.89 times likely, to persist than students at 

other Texas universities, however, this was not significant. However, in the model with 

only Borderland students, Borderland students enrolled at a Borderland university are 

0.55 times likely to persist than Borderland students at other Texas universities (less 

likely), with a significance level of p < .0001. Borderland students enrolled at a top-tier 

university are 1.55 times more likely to persist than Borderland students at other Texas 
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universities, with a significance level of p < .01. In the final model with other top 10% 

students, the other students enrolled at a top tier university are 2.49 times likely to 

persist, than other students at other Texas universities, and is significant at p < .0001. 

Other students enrolled at Borderland universities were more likely to persist than 

other students at other Texas universities, but this was not significant.  

Table 3 

Logistic Regression Analysis of Top 10% Students: 1-Year Persistence Rate 

Student 
characteristic 

Reference 
variable 

All  
Top 10%  

Borderland 
Top 10%  

Other Top 
10%  

Ethnicity White    

Latina/o  0.91 0.93 0.88 

Black  1.04 1.01 1.05 

Asian       1.59*** 1.80      1.58*** 

Other  1.02 0.90 1.07 

Gender     

Female Male   1.12* 1.12 1.12 

Generation college     

First ≥ Second      0.68***    0.67**      0.69*** 

Family income     

< $40K ≥ $80K      0.69*** 0.76      0.68*** 

$40–79K ≥ $80K    0.82** 0.94    0.80** 

University     

Borderland Other Texas  0.89      0.55*** 1.37 

Top-tier  Other Texas       2.37***   1.55*      2.49*** 

     

Null hypoth. test Likelihood ratio  874.90***  225.65***  638.63*** 

     
*p< .01. **p < .001. ***p < .0001 
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In comparing ethnicity, the only significance found was in comparing Asian 

students to White students, with Asian students being 1.59 times more likely to persist 

than White students, with a significance level of p < .0001 (similarly for other students, 

but not significant for Borderland students). The non-significant comparisons around 

ethnicity showed Latina/o students for all three models as less likely to persist than 

White students, Black students slightly more likely to persist than Whites, and other 

ethnic students were less likely to persist as Borderland student but more likely for the 

other two models. In comparing gender, only when observing all students, female 

students were 1.12 times more likely to graduate than males, with a significance level 

of p < .01. Insignificantly however, females were also more likely to persist than males 

when comparing all top 10% students, and other top 10% students. In comparing 

generation status, all three models of top 10% first-generation college students were 

similarly less likely (0.68 times likely) to persist than second-generation college 

students, with varying significance levels. Lastly, in observing annual family income, 

significantly of <$40,000 students only for all top 10% students (0.69 times likely) and 

other top 10% students (0.68 times likely) were less likely to persist than $80,000 and 

above family income. Significantly of $40,000-$79,999 students, similarly only for all 

top 10% students (0.82 times likely) and other top 10% students (0.80 times likely) 

were less likely to persist than $80,000 and above family income. The lower the annual 

family income level, the less likely students were to persist, also with varying 

significance levels. Although Borderland students demonstrated similar family income 

comparisons, these point estimates were not significant. In all, although some 
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significance was found in the analysis, persistence may not be a great measure in 

comparing ethnic groups.  

Six-Year Graduation Rate Logistic Regression 

 Similar to Table 3, Table 4 represents three regression analyses. The first 

regression for 6-year graduation used all Top 10% students, then separated this 

population by Borderland top 10% students and other top 10% students, while 

controlling for the same individual characteristics. First, the regression models for 6-

year graduation as the outcome variables were significant at p < .0001, and therefore 

for all three models I rejected the null hypotheses and concluded that at least one of the 

coefficients was not 0.  

The greatest find in this analysis of 6-year graduation rates was the greater 

likelihood of graduation for students attending a top-tier university, with a significance 

level of p < .0001 for all group analyses. Using all Top 10% students in the analysis, in 

controlling for ethnicity, gender, college generation status, family income, and enrolled 

institution, Top 10% students enrolled at a top-tier university were 2.30 times more 

likely to graduate than students enrolled at other Texas universities. Borderland 

students enrolled at a top-tier university were 1.77 times more likely to graduate than 

Borderland students enrolled at other Texas universities. Other top 10% students 

enrolled at a top-tier university were 2.41 times more likely to graduate than other 

students enrolled at other Texas universities. For students attending a Borderland 

university, they were less likely to graduate than those at other Texas universities, but 

only significantly for all top 10% students (0.87 times likely) and Borderland top 10% 
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students (0.70 times likely). Other top 10% students were more likely to graduate at 

Borderland universities than at other Texas universities, but this was insignificant.  

Table 4 

Logistic Regression Analysis of Top 10% Students: 6-Year Graduation Rate 

Student 
characteristic 

Reference 
variable 

All  
Top 10%  

Borderland 
Top 10%  

Other  
Top 10%  

Ethnicity White    

Latina/o       0.72***      0.75***      0.72*** 

Black       0.64***    0.52**      0.66*** 

Asian  1.02 0.92 1.03 

Other  0.98 0.76 1.06 

Gender     

Female Male      1.44***      1.49***      1.42*** 

Generation college     

First ≥ Second      0.69***      0.67***      0.69*** 

Family income     

< $40K ≥ $80K      0.59***      0.66***      0.57*** 

$40–79K ≥ $80K      0.76***      0.76**      0.77*** 

University     

Borderland Other Texas   0.87*      0.70*** 1.10 

Top-tier  Other Texas       2.30***      1.77***      2.41*** 

     

Null hypoth. test Likelihood ratio 2364.48*** 566.23*** 1637.10*** 

     
*p < .01. **p < .001. ***p < .0001 
 

 In using 6-year graduation rates as the outcome variable, differences between 

Latina/o, Black, and White students were significant. For all Top 10% students, 
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Latina/o Top 10% students were 0.72 times likely to graduate within 6 years as White 

Top 10% students. Borderland Latina/o Top 10% students were 0.75 times as likely to 

graduate as Borderland White Top 10% students. Other Latina/o students were 0.72 

times as likely to graduate as other White students. Black Top 10% students were 0.64 

times as likely to graduate as White Top 10% students. Borderland Black students 

were 0.52 times as likely to graduate as Borderland White students. Other Black 

Students were 0.66 times as likely to graduate as the other White students. Comparing 

Asian students and other ethnicity students to White students revealed no significant 

results for any of the three models. Interestingly however, when comparing all top 10% 

students and other top 10% students, Asian and other ethnic students were almost 

similarly likely to graduate than White students. When comparing Borderland top 10% 

students, Asian and other ethnic students were less likely to graduate than White 

students.   

 For all three regressions, female students were significantly more likely to 

graduate, at p < .0001. For all three regressions, female students were 1.4–1.5 times 

more likely to graduate than male students.  

 It is evident that the influence of college generation status was significant for 

all three regressions, at p < .0001. First-generation college students in all three top 10% 

student groups were 0.67–0.69 times as likely to graduate as second-generation college 

students.  

 The findings for annual family income were similar to those in the 1-year 

persistence regression analyses. Significantly, for all three regressions the lower the 
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annual family income, the less likely the student was to graduate. Top 10% students 

from a less than $40,000 family income were 0.59 times as likely to graduate as those 

from a family income of $80,000 or more. Students from a family income of $40,000–

79,999 were 0.76 times as likely to graduate as those from a family income of $80,000 

or more. Borderland students from a less than $40,000 family income were 0.66 times 

as likely to graduate as Borderland students from a family income of at least $80,000. 

Borderland students from a family income of $40,000–79,999 were 0.76 times as 

likely to graduate as those from a family income of at least $80,000. Other students 

from a less than $40,000 family income were 0.57 times as likely to graduate as other 

students from a family income of $80,000 or more. Other students from a family 

income of $40,000–79,999 were 0.77 times as likely to graduate as those from a family 

income of $80,000 or more.  
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Chapter 5: Qualitative Analysis 

 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the trends in access and success of 

students admitted through the Top 10% admissions policy who originate from the 

Texas Borderland. The study investigated access and success for a comparative 

analysis between public universities from the Borderland region and the two top-tier 

public universities in Texas. This chapter highlights a qualitative analysis in response 

to Research Question 3. Research Question 3 was the following: If any differences in 

student performance exist, what explains these differences? The goal of this question 

was to determine how Borderland students explain their academic achievement and 

success. Using qualitative analysis through student focus-group interviews, the inquiry 

further explored the experience of students during high school in their Borderland 

community and currently at their respective university (Fontana & Frey, 2005). 

Interviews specifically explored topics regarding academic and social experiences and 

access and persistence issues (see Appendix B). One focus-group interview was 

conducted at one top-tier university, and eight interviews were conducted at five of the 

nine Borderland universities, for a total of nine focus-group interviews and 36 

participants.  

As part of the interview process, a second session was introduced that focused 

on the reflection of the student’s experience of the first session. Towards the end of 

each focus group, the students participated in a free-write session for about 15 minutes 

about anything related to their educational experience as Top 10% Borderland students 
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at their respective universities or about their experience of the interview itself. This 

free-write could include a story or narrative, a message, concerns, topics or themes not 

discussed, topics or themes the student wished to highlight or further elaborate on, any 

moment of empowerment within the discussion, any comments or critique about this 

experience, or thoughts are about their academic success at their respective university. 

After the free-write, there was additional time for the students to add any other 

conversation to the focus group. A total of 32 students participated in the free-write 

session. The qualitative analyses of both the interviews after they were transcribed and 

the free-write used theme coding and frequency analysis.  

Code Families 

 Three major theme or code families arose with this inquiry after coding for 56 

codes with all focus-group interviews and the free-write component: (a) Individual 

Factors; (b) Institutional Factors; and (c) Social, Cultural, and Community Factors. 

First, students discussed at great length how individual factors influenced their 

academic performance. Whether this was from some aspect of their individual identity, 

level of effort, or personal situation, coding into this family of Individual Factors 

considered any expression or explanation by the students that explained their academic 

success based on individual aspects. With a total of 28 different codes, Individual 

Factors described 402 out of the 1,049 coded quotations.  

Coding into the family of Institutional Factors considered any expression or 

explanation by the students that explained their academic success as a result of any 

institutional aspect, programs, or resources, such as quality of university, college 
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preparation activities, or financial aid. Although fewer codes applied, Institutional 

Factors explained the greatest number of quotes from the focus-group interview, 22 

codes with 515 quotes.  

Lastly, coding into the family of Social, Cultural, and Community Factors 

considered any expression or explanation by the students that explained their academic 

success as a result of any social or cultural aspect or community-related perspective, 

such as familial influences, group identity, or community issues. In the code family 

Social, Cultural, and Community Factors, 15 codes were applied with 385 quotations.  

Individual Factors 

Individualistic quality of education. The most prevalent code with the greatest 

number of quotations in the code family of Individual Factors was individualistic 

quality of education, a total of 84 quotations, which means students based their 

academic achievement on their individual level of effort and sacrifice. One student 

from a Borderland university explained during the interview, 

It’s really hard. You’ve got things to do at a certain point of time. I mean, 
coming in from high school to college is a huge transition because in high 
school you get away with a lot sometimes. But coming here to college they 
don’t know your name. You have to get to know them, professor-wise. When 
it’s you it’s you. That’s it, no excuses. You’ve got a test. If you’re ready you’re 
ready, and if you’re not you’re not. You have to own up to it, basically. You 
have to be prepared ahead of time. Stay up late nights, finishing up work, that’s 
part of it.  

  
Other prominent codes most prevalent with Individual Factors were student 

leadership (47 quotations), motivating family factors (43 quotations), social activities 

and academic engagement (38 quotations), gender issues (31 quotations), and high 
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expectations (28 quotations). Less prominent codes described fewer than 20 quotes 

each.  

Student leadership. One student in the free-write session explained how student 

leadership made her a better student: “All of them has taken much time and sacrifice, 

but I feel all those areas sort of ‘fuse’ into one another and have made me a more 

successful student as a result.”  

Motivating family factors. On motivating family factors, one student from a 

Borderland university explained, “My house is only an hour away, so if I’m stressed I 

have that support system, and it’s helped me also to control, to ground myself, to keep 

on going.”  

Social activities and academic engagement. On social activities and academic 

engagement, one student at a top-tier university during the interview said, 

I think one major aspect is that you build a social network, and that social 
network can lead into academic to help in class or if you need anything. I know 
there’s umpteenth times where I asked my friends what the assignment was just 
to make sure and all that. So in that aspect, I think organizations help very 
much, and they keep you from being bored and being a hermit.  

 
Gender issues. As part of an individual’s identity, gender issues largely came 

up in conversation in relation to challenges with college choice and parent’s influence 

in that decision, such as going away or staying close to home. One student from a top-

tier university explained how her father felt: “He just doesn’t argue anymore, he just 

goes with the flow, but he was the one who really didn’t want me to leave because he 

was just scared and I was his girl.” However, some female students, more so at 

Borderland universities than top-tier universities, additionally explained challenges 
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with freedoms, such as “staying out late” or “going out,” even if “staying out late” was 

at the library, as one student from a Borderland university explained. Importantly, 

students at any university never felt that gender issues impeded their academic 

progress.  

High expectations. Lastly, students who discussed high expectations largely 

involved responses about their career goals and their efforts to achieve those goals, 

such as being physicians, striving towards a Ph.D., or excelling towards admissions 

into graduate schools or a professional school like law school.  

Institutional Factors 

 The code family of Institutional Factors describes students’ explanations for 

their academic success. The most prevalent themes within the code family of 

Institutional Factors were related to financial aid issues (86 quotations), followed 

closely by institutional resources (78 quotations).  

Financial aid issues. When students discussed financial aid issues, for the most 

part they expressed the importance of financial aid on their academic progress and 

persistence. One student in the free-write session wrote,  

I think when we were talking about scholarships they help a lot because your 
not stressing out about where or how you’re going to get the money, it’s taken 
care of and you have more time to focus on your studies. 
 

Another student from a Borderland university during the interview further explained, 

I really don’t know where I would be without financial aid, because a lot of 
people tell you, “Oh, don’t worry about money going to college.” For me where 
I grew up it was an important factor. I wasn’t going to come to school and just 
to take out loans. That wasn’t an option for me, because I didn’t want to have to 
pay back loans in the end. And this is my fourth year, I’m in my fourth year 
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and this was the first semester I had to take out a loan. But other than that, it’s 
been scholarships and financial aid. It’s just helped me so much. 

 
Institutional resources. The difference between institutional resources and 

financial aid issues is that because of the large number of responses specifically related 

to financial aid issues, these quotations were coded into its own code. Institutional 

resources, on the other hand, were any responses that were related to institutional 

programs, services, or events that are academic oriented. Numerous students across 

universities discussed mentor programs; first-year student orientations, courses, or 

programs; or tutoring and writing centers and their vital impact on the student’s 

academic achievement. One student from a Borderland university during the interview 

said, “If you are lost, you need to go get the help, otherwise, you’re not going to make 

it”.   

 Other prominent codes under the code family of Institutional Factors were 

institutional value (73 quotes); institutional comparisons (56 quotes); positive K–12 

preparation (48 quotes); mentors, faculty, and advisors (47 quotes); ill-prepared K–12 

(42 quotes), dual-credit and concurrent enrollment (32 quotes), and advanced 

placement (AP; 26 quotes). Less prominent codes described less than 20 quotes.  

Institutional value. When students explained value or worth of their respective 

university or positively spoke about going to college, this was coded as institutional 

value. For example, one student in the free-write session wrote, “Continuing my 

academic career is the best decision I have made, considering all the challenges that 
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come with it.” Another student from a Borderland university wrote in the free-write, 

“[Borderland university] has given me great opportunities and I am grateful for that.”  

Institutional comparisons. Students additionally made comparisons between the 

current university they were attending and a second university they opted not to attend; 

often these comparisons were between a Borderland and a top-tier university. These 

responses were coded as institutional comparisons. One student at a Borderland 

university uniquely responded during the interview, 

I think if I were to choose right now between going to a university like 
[Borderland university] or one like [UT–Austin or Texas A&M, both top-tier 
universities], if I were to be given that decision right now I would go to 
[Borderland university]. I would say that there are advantages to going to any 
university. Any university has something for everyone.  

 
Mentors, faculty, and advisors. Students also referenced particular mentors, 

faculty, and advisors in their academic progress. One student in the free-write session 

wrote, “I think the most important thing for success is knowing your advisors.”  

K–12 preparation. Students discussed having either a positive K–12 

preparation or an ill-prepared K–12 experience. The purpose of making a distinction 

between positive or negative K–12 experiences was in order to make better 

comparisons between students at varying universities, which is discussed later as 

inconclusive. In positive K–12 preparation quotes, students at times highlighted 

teachers or particular courses in high school that helped them better prepare for the 

rigors of college. In discussing ill-prepared K–12 experiences, students often addressed 

the lack of academic rigor that would have led to being better prepared for the rigors of 

college. In other cases students addressed specific K–12 policies as the problem, 
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especially around state accountability testing. One student at a Borderland university 

explained, 

I come from a high school where I knew I had to go to college as a goal, but no 
one ever kind of told you what to do to get to college. I don’t know about you 
guys, but my high school emphasized TAKS more than SAT and college 
preparation. For my high school it was just on your own, kind of. If you wanted 
to go to college, you had to figure out what you wanted, and if you wanted to 
get there, well then, who would you have to talk to? 

Dual-credit and concurrent enrollment. Another specific institutional factor 

that improved academic performance was dual-credit and concurrent enrollment. One 

student at a top-tier university explained,  

Right after my [high school] freshman year, that summer for my sophomore 
year, I started classes at [Borderland university] every summer, so I was taking 
concurrent classes. So I think that really helped, because every summer I was at 
a university and it wasn’t as big as this one [top-tier university]. I feel that, in 
itself, it prepared me more so than my AP classes because my AP classes were 
way easy. 

AP courses. Finally, students specifically spoke about AP courses as a benefit 

towards their college preparation. One student at a Borderland university during the 

interview explained,  

I took pre-AP and then AP classes and they really helped once you passed those 
exams. You don’t have to take the classes here at college anymore because you 
took those exams. You have more time to focus on your major without having 
to deal with the basics. 

Social, Cultural, and Community Factors 

 What made the code family of Social, Cultural, and Community Factors unique 

is that most codes belonged under the Individual Factors or Institutional Factors code 

families as well.  
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Financial aid issues. Under Social, Cultural, and Community Factors, because 

of the relationship to SES, financial aid issues related to social factors, with 86 quotes. 

One student from a Borderland university explained the economic importance of 

financial aid during the interview:  

Because I wasn’t working and it was again a time thing, I wasn’t familiar with 
how college was going to work and I didn’t have a job. It was my support, and 
without that loan, I wouldn’t have had any extra financial aid, so that was really 
my support for that whole year. 

K–12 preparation. The next most prominent codes under Social, Cultural, and 

Community Factors were related to positive K–12 preparation (48 quotes) and ill-

prepared K–12 experiences (42 quotes). These two codes were related to each other but 

were separated as often the quality of schools is related to the status of a community 

from a SES perspective. One student from a Borderland university best explained these 

perceived differences in quality of schools and districts: “In high school it’s different. 

What I’ve heard from other students who’ve gone to say other districts or whatever, 

their whole prep behind it coming into college was really different than mine.” 

Student leadership. Similar in prominence to the different codes in K–12 

preparation, with 47 quotes, student leadership explained academic success from a 

sociocultural and community perspective. One student from a Borderland university 

best explained this:  

I’m actually really involved on campus. I’m here from 8 to 8 every day. I work 
here and I tutor classes and then I take a full load and then extra-curricular 
activities, like for my honor society and I’m on the contact board. I think that I 
really feel part of the university, and on top of that I shadow in the community. 
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Social activities and academic engagement. Like student leadership, social 

activities and academic engagement also explained academic success from a 

sociocultural and community perspective. One student described the importance of 

peer identity: “Sometimes you depend on your peers for growth and development.”  

Gender issues. Gender issues as a social and cultural issue presented both 

positive and negative perspectives in explaining academic success, particularly in 

relation to the gender gap. During an interview at a Borderland university, one student 

uniquely explained, 

For me, I have a younger sister. But I never felt because I was a girl that was 
why. I always just felt my family was unique and that was why those 
challenges came up. I’ve never felt disadvantaged as a female going to college 
that I’ve had more. But I’ve never known a male going to college that has 
experienced the same things I have. It might be that I just don’t know as many, 
but I’ve never personally felt disadvantaged being a female. 

Community values and negative commuter stigma. Finally, the next two 

prevalent codes were also related to each other; like the K–12 preparation difference, 

the intent was to connect differences in community perspectives to SES. In this case, 

however, community values and empowerment (28 quotes) can be seen as a result of a 

negative commuter stigma (27 quotes). A negative commuter stigma often is based on 

getting away from a negative perspective of one’s community, as one student in a free-

write expressed: “Some people think schools in South Texas are less credible because 

of the population.” However, several students stated that because of these perspectives, 

or because of challenges found in one’s own community, they felt it was important to 
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return to their community. A student from the top-tier university interview explained 

her hopes of returning home:  

Hopefully, I can become a doctor and work in lower socioeconomic areas, 
because I see I real need for health care in those areas. I know with the 
elections there will be future plans, but I think that the medicine world needs a 
lot more than just, like, a plan with paper and pens and printing and contracts. I 
think it deals with integrity and the people who work there. 
 

Analysis of Borderland University Interviews 

Individual Factors 

 Individualistic quality of education. The most prevalent code for the 

Borderland university interviews was individualistic quality of education from the code 

family of Individual Factors, with 67 quotes. Students at Borderland universities spoke 

most about their level of individual effort and sacrifice to explain their academic 

success. One student said, “Time management from the beginning and priorities, even 

though you might not do it.” Another student at a different university described her 

sense of accomplishment: 

The workload is demanding. She can tell you last night I stayed up and did a 
10-page test. It was only supposed to be 3 pages but it ended up being 10. It’s 
very stressful but it’s actually, I feel good about it. I know I’m doing really well 
in school. I guess the work is worth it. 

However, some students also made connections to how their individual efforts 

might be related to institutional resources or services, such as living on campus: 

I’ve also noticed it has to do with attendance. My friends that live off campus, 
they’re more prone to be absent because they don’t want to wake up towards 
the end of the semester, or let’s say their class is at 8 o’clock in the morning, 
they’re probably going to be late, so I think it has a lot to do with performance, 
academically. 
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Some students also related their individual efforts to how their socioeconomic 

and cultural dynamic might influence their academic efforts. A student explained: 

I just think it’s a lot of hard work, a lot of dedication, sacrifices that you have to 
make, but it’s all worth it in the end. To say that you graduated from college is 
a pretty big deal, especially when you come from families who didn’t finish 
high school. So it’s a pretty big deal. 

Finally, one student who spoke frequently about the importance of individual 

effort said towards the end of an interview, 

I guess as I’ve said before, I better, if I want a future job, I better be performing 
at the level of that future job, as opposed to the job I have right now. My job 
right now is to get a degree here at [Borderland university]. If I want to go to 
medical school, by golly I better be able to get a degree. My goodness, I could 
tie my hands behind my back right now and still get the degree, but getting 
good grades and getting good standardized exam scores and getting good 
experience to apply to medical school has been my goal, and because that’s 
been my goal, somehow getting the degree has been tied to it. Not because I 
want the degree so bad, but because I have to get the degree to get to medical 
school. And in order to do so, you don’t half ass things, I mean, you don’t do 
things halfway or 25%. You immerse yourself 100%, which is I think what I’ve 
done here at [Borderland university]. Academics, every semester I’ve always 
taken a full load, sometimes even 17, 18 hours. 

This particular student also explained prior to this statement that he indeed had been 

admitted to numerous medical schools in Texas.  

Institutional Factors 

 Financial aid issues. The second most prevalent code in the Borderland 

university interviews was financial aid issues from the code family of Institutional 

Factors, with 63 quotes. One student at a Borderland university interview related 

financial aid support to institutional choice:  

My last semester [in high school], I hadn’t applied to any university. I was just 
going to go to the community college. And this scholarship came up and I 
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applied for it and I got it. Sure, might as well go to the university. That was just 
kind of my idea behind it. 

Another student additionally explained the influence of financial aid and economic 

situation on college choice: 

For my degree plan this school wasn’t the best choice. Not saying that my 
program here isn’t good, but there are better schools in Texas that I could have 
gone to that I was accepted that would have been more beneficial for that, but I 
stayed here mainly because of money. That was why I stayed local. 

Another student at a different Borderland university said, “Personally, money was the 

main reason I came here, I think it helped me academically.” One student was specific 

about her discussion with her parents:  

I was between [private Texas university] and [Borderland university], and I sat 
down with my parents and like I’m going to pay this much for [private Texas 
university] but I don’t pay anything here. So they said you’re not leaving. 
 
Some students additionally related their persistence to their financial aid 

situation, as one student explained:  

I regret it, but at the same time, I wasn’t really exposed to scholarships and how 
to go about it, so I didn’t really get to apply to many. They were past deadline, 
so I had to take out loans, which I regret, but I’m grateful there were loans, 
because without them I wouldn’t have been able to fund my college expenses. 

 
Another student at a different Borderland university also explained, “I wouldn’t be 

here, it wouldn’t be possible at all, there’s no way, I couldn’t afford the tuition.”  

An interesting aspect of the student interviews were responses to the question 

of what recommendations they had for other students like themselves, which was also 

the case in the free-write session and at the top-tier university interview. Many students 

similarly said, “Applying for as many scholarships as possible is a must.”  
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 Institutional resources. The third most prevalent code in Borderland university 

interviews was institutional resources from the code family of Institutional Factors, 

with 55 quotes. One student from a Borderland university described the benefits of 

resources: 

I mean, the different study groups that we were talking about, the different 
things that they offer here at [Borderland university] like the library resources, 
the study rooms that they have. I mean, the extra time, like in the labs and some 
of our [teaching assistants] would be, like, if any of you have any questions, 
you can stay over and ask us any questions. 

Another student at a different Borderland university described the importance of 

accessing additional tutoring services: 

I visit the tutoring center here, it’s in the library. It’s pretty much like any 
subject that you want. The only one that I’ve gone for is for English tutoring. 
Basically, for the one I’ve used is, you take your paper to them and have them 
proofread it for you, which is really good because I can’t write really well and 
having a proofreader on campus who isn’t my professor and can read it ahead 
of time it helps a lot. 

Most explanations of institutional resources were centered on the various first-

year transition programs, mentoring, and tutoring services that are made available by 

the university. One student, however, linked the resources to a small campus 

environment:  

You just feel more comfortable since it’s such a small campus, you feel like 
confident in what you can and can’t do, where your resources are for studying 
and if you need help. I think those factors really do help you in feeling like 
college is manageable and not some scary experience. 

Mentors, faculty, and advisors. The fourth most prevalent code in the 

Borderland university focus-group interview was mentors, faculty, and advisors from 

the code family Institutional Factors, with 44 quotes. This was unique to the 
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Borderland university interviews. Numerous students at different universities 

expressed their appreciation for a specific professor, assigned mentor, or administrator. 

At one university the students spoke highly of their senior administrators as well. The 

first student in this interview said, 

I would just like to mention that I think another one of the advantages that I 
consider important here at [Borderland university] is the relationship we’ve 
been able to create with all the administrators that I’m not really sure that it’s 
possible at other schools. Dr. [Vice President of Student Affairs], Mr. [Student 
Affairs Administrator], even Dr. [President], I know if we see them on campus, 
there’s access, we can go talk to them. I remember this one occasion, I had this 
question, and they said e-mail Dr. [President], and I’m like, “What? I’m not 
going to e-mail Dr. [President].” They’re like, “Yeah, just ask him.” It took me 
forever because I was afraid of not wording things right, but I finally e-mailed 
him and he actually responded and I was very impressed, I was like, whoa. The 
administration, they’re very accessible to all of our needs. Everything we want 
to do, they’ll be there for us and try to help us find a way to do it or guide us 
into something else if that’s not something we can do. 

Another student in that same interview agreed: 

Different professors and some administrators, well, they see this person as 
someone who has potential. They sort have taken me under their wing and 
given me leadership training, academic training, any type of training that I 
needed. I think that sort of mentorship knowing that you have someone that you 
can go to for help just makes you perform a lot better. Things have been kind of 
crazy in student government, and one of my professors found out and I had a 
presentation to do. He printed me out some articles and he gave me the past 
presentation from the year before. He’s like, “You need a little help,” and I was 
like, “Thanks”. You have those type of people that say, you know what, this 
person can perform well. This person knows how to do things. He has a lot of 
stuff to do, but we’re going to make it as easy possible for him because we 
know he’s performing. 

The next most prevalent codes in the Borderland university interviews were 

student leadership (39 quotes), positive K–12 preparation (34 quotes), institutional 

comparisons (30 quotes), dual credit and concurrent enrollment (25 quotes), motivating 
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family factors (25 quotes), and social activities and academic engagement (25 quotes). 

Except for positive K–12 preparation, these are highlighted in the upcoming section of 

this chapter, Notable Institutional Differences in Qualitative Analysis, as there are 

notable distinctions between the Borderland university interviews and the top-tier 

university interview.  

Positive K–12 preparation. Lastly, the last prominent code addressed in 

describing the Borderland university interviews is positive K–12 preparation, from the 

code family of Institutional Factors. One student at a Borderland university said, “My 

high school is a magnet high school, and they taught certain engineering classes like an 

introduction, and they stress math, science and engineering, so when I came here it was 

easier to adapt.” Similarly, a student at a different Borderland university explained the 

influence of his K–12 experience in preparing for college leading towards a different 

career: 

I was enrolled in the health science magnet school program that allowed you to 
take, like, premedical courses like anatomy and physiology and different health 
science technology courses, where you got to visit the hospitals and rotate and 
learn a little about each area. 

Other students highlighted specific efforts of some of their teachers that better 

prepared them for college. One student explained,  

I took all the AP classes. I had fairly good teachers. I heard all these stories 
about really bad teachers who were negligent and didn’t really prepare students. 
All my teachers always did a lot of individual work, a lot of writing papers like 
they do in college. So it wasn’t a big shock. That really did prepare me. I also 
did UIL social studies, where you study a topic for a whole year and it was 
mainly individual work, so that helped me a lot too. 
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AP and concurrent enrollment programs. As noted above, many of the quotes 

in this code also mentioned the benefits of challenging courses like AP and pre-AP 

courses that were offered at the students’ high school. Additionally, some of these 

conversations drew connection to dual-credit or concurrent enrollment programs. One 

student explained, “My preparation for college was mainly, in high school, taking 

challenging courses such as AP and pre-AP and also taking some college courses 

during the summer here.” 

 These two types of references were coded into their own codes, which are 

discussed in the Notable Institutional Differences in Qualitative Analysis section of 

this chapter. However, it is worth mentioning the influence of concurrent enrollment 

programs on Borderland universities, as referenced by a number of students during the 

interviews. One student explained:  

Having a college experience before actually getting to college was neat. I didn’t 
know [Borderland university] at first, so scared. Like the first classes I was 
freaking out, but within the first semester I got to know all the different 
resources in the library. I got to know where to go to print out different 
documents, that way I didn’t have to print them out at home. And it did help me 
that I was here before I actually got here, does that make sense? And you got to 
meet people that, it’s like, they didn’t even know I was in high school. They 
just saw me as another peer, another colleague. We did different group studies, 
as far as studying together. We did different projects that were assigned to us as 
groups, and that helped out. And the expectations that were needed by 
[Borderland university], like, I was already aware of them, so by the time I 
came here I felt more comfortable, like transitioning from high school to 
college. I was just, like, oh I’m going to [Borderland university]. I know where 
the hangout places were, everything, so it was really neat. I really did like the 
concurrent enrollment. I mean, it got me the scholarship, but it also helped me 
get familiar with [Borderland university] itself. 
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This explanation hints at the recruitment influence by these programs for Borderland 

universities, as several other students also referenced in their description about 

concurrent programs.  

Analysis of Top-Tier University Interview 

 Students from the top-tier university focus group spoke most about the quality 

of their university or made references to institutional resources more than any code in 

explaining their academic success, with 12 quotes. The next most prominent codes 

were social activities and academic engagement and financial aid issues, both with 11 

quotes. These were followed by motivating family factors (10 quotes); gender issues 

and community values and empowerment (9 quotes each); AP (8 quotes); and dual 

credit and concurrent enrollment, institutional comparisons, and institutional value (7 

quotes each).  

Individual Factors 

 Social activities and academic engagement. Students during the top-tier 

university interview addressed how social activities and academic engagement were 

related to each other. Perhaps the best way to describe this story is the following 

description: 

I guess, well, in high school since everything was relatively easy, there was 
nothing else but to join organizations, because that way you’re kept busy all the 
time. And that’s when I first come to [top-tier university]. I didn’t do anything 
else either. This is boring, you know, I need to add on from what I used to do in 
high school. So that’s when I started joining organizations and they’ve helped, 
they really have. I’m also in a Latina sorority. There are requirements that you 
need to meet and where academics is one of the main components as being part 
of the sorority that you need to maintain as well as community service. 
Community service is something that I’ve been passionate about ever since 
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high school. Community service and academics is something when you put 
together it helps you. It helps you become a better person. It helps you with 
networking also. It’s people you meet, people who you can relate to. It all 
comes together and you work, you work it out and it helps you better yourself. 

 Motivating family factors. Motivating family factors as discussed by students 

moving away from home to attend a top-tier university were responses to what they 

thought motivated them to pursue academic success. One student explained: 

For me, it would definitely be my parents, probably. I didn’t really grasp the 
concept of my parents’ life until a few years ago when I talked to my dad. He 
and my mom went through a lot of tough things to get to the point where we’re 
at right now. I realize that a lot of those decisions were based on their family 
and now that I see it, like, wow, not that relying on me to take care of them or 
anything like that, they worked hard so I could have a better life, so I’m not 
going to take this opportunity and throw it away. And at the same time, I’m 
going to have a family one day, too, how different would my life had been had 
my parents gone to college. So when my kids are growing up, my dad and my 
mom went to college, it kind of sets a precedent and raises the bar for future 
generations, 

This was a common story for how these students attending a top-tier university away 

from home felt about the importance of their high-quality education. In closing, one 

student was happy to share her story about the importance of her parent’s support and 

how it had transitioned, particularly for her dad. She explained, 

The funny thing is, as soon as I brought him to campus and took him on a tour, 
I already knew the campus, I already knew [top-tier university], I didn’t need 
the tour, my mom didn’t need the tour, we did the tour more so for my dad. 
And as soon as we finished, like he was in the front of the tour line, walking 
with the tour guide, listening to everything that she was saying, all excited. So 
my mom and I just took a step back and we were laughing at him, look at him, 
he’s in the front of line and he doesn’t want you to come here. So at the end of 
the tour, I guess, we kind of had a heart-to-heart talk, and he was, “Look, I 
understand why you want to come here.” It was like exciting to see him, like, 
his attitude change about the school and his attitude about me leaving after, 
like, being here and, like, seeing the opportunities that there are here at the 
school. My dad is really proud now that I come here and any chance that he 
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gets he tells everybody that his daughter is coming to [top-tier university]. It 
was cool to see that change in my dad. 

Institutional Factors 

Institutional resources. The unique story to tell with the top-tier institutional 

interview was with the students’ explanations of the quality of institutional resources, 

which also at times was accompanied with an institutional comparison with a 

Borderland university. One student best described the level of resources during the top-

tier university interview and how it is of benefit, while making a comparison: 

I think mainly how many study areas there are. You’re always able to get 
access to computers somehow. At [Borderland university] there’s only a couple 
of computer labs and at the community college. And just here how many more 
resources you have available to you at any time that you need. Like the 
[library] is open until 2 [a.m.] and the [resource center] is 24 hours. Just the fact 
that it’s open whenever you need to go is pretty cool. 

Another perspective on the level of institutional resources can be seen with 

faculty, which also can be used as a comparison point. One student described his 

course and faculty options and selections with some hesitation but favorably:  

I’ve also taken kind of a lot of hours. I’m embarrassed to say how many hours I 
have of credit because I’ve taken a wide range of courses because there are just 
so many things that interest me. Like, I really like education and still got the 
business aspect and really like government. So I’m a government major, and I 
have actually enough credits for three different minors. The business 
foundation, that’s something pretty neat that a Liberal Arts major can take, tap 
into that, business school. There’s a great college of education also here, I’ve 
tapped into that. I’ve taken a lot of courses in [teacher preparation program] for 
a while but I think the grand spectrum, the big overall picture, the different 
aspects that can help me is having socially liberal government professors one 
day and the next I’ll have a real conservative professor. I just think a different 
spectrum, a different, wide-range, diverse professors here to help students I 
think helped overall, for me. 
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Similarly to the Borderland university interviews, some students at the top-tier 

university discussed the various tutoring services that are offered on campus. One 

spoke enthusiastically about her sense of the amount of support she receives in this 

area:  

I had an anthropology class. I had a paper due and the first one I turned in was 
a D and I was like, that sucks. And then I found about the [writing center]. And 
I was like, let me try this, so I went the day before and I got it done and I turned 
in the paper and I got an A. I think the resource on campus that doesn’t get used 
a lot, since there’s almost 50,000 students, is the writing center. I get helped a 
lot so much it’s crazy, so I think that’s one resource that should expand, but 
they’re pretty neat. 

Additionally, students spoke about the first-year student programs available on 

their campus as part of their transition from high school to college. One student 

explained, “I benefited a lot, I guess a lot of diverse, not issues, but I guess facets of 

the university, like the preview program, the transition program, that really helped 

me.” This explanation also leads to one of the other prominent codes unique for the 

top-tier university interview: community values and empowerment. 

Social, Cultural, and Community Factors 

Community values and empowerment. Community values and empowerment 

discussions were brought up frequently by students, especially in discussing hopes 

about returning home for a career upon completing their studies. One student 

explained,  

I think for me my ultimate goal is to go back to my community. When I see that 
diploma, I’m getting my degree from [top-tier university] to go back home to 
help those people that are just like me, so like every time I’m struggling, I want 
to help those people. I guess that’s my motivation, my barrio, I want to help 
those people. So those people in my barrio are my motivation to get my degree. 
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And in addition to having pride like a first-generation girl, like trying to inspire 
my cousins to do the same things, like those things are motivating me. 

The desire to return home and give back naturally appeared to be a more prevalent 

discussion for students attending the top-tier university, especially since students 

attending a Borderland university were already close to home. 

 Gender issues. Gender issues for female students who left home for college to 

the top-tier university contributed numerous stories about the difficulty with parents 

about being “a girl” and leaving home. One student explained this dilemma:  

Yeah, because my older brother just left like nothing, I was like, ok Johnny just 
left, like when I was going, I was like I’m going to go and my mom would say, 
no. I’d say why, because you’re a girl. I know, but I want to go still. I guess in a 
way they just didn’t want me to get hurt. Like my mom, she’s thinks it’s like on 
Lifetime, and on ABC, all the crazy stories. She didn’t want to happen to me 
and I’ll be fine, mom. When it gets dark, it gets dark everywhere, I’ll be ok. 
Even now she’s real fearful. Make sure you’re in a dorm. I just felt it was kind 
of sexist, like my older brother went and he was fine, let me go. But I think it’s 
because you’re a woman, you have to stay here and take care of the house and 
our family, no, I’m good. 

Another student similarly explained her challenges with her father: 

So the day before I came to [top-tier university city] we got into a huge 
argument and we didn’t talk till after I went home for Thanksgiving, so we 
spent three months without talking to each other. It was pretty tough. He said 
some hurtful things. It was, he said some hurtful things, it’s all about the 
machismo and the sexist. He just thought I was going to come over and end up 
coming back home and not graduating and probably end up pregnant or 
married, and he said it to my face, actually, and we didn’t talk for three months. 

Another student agreed with the sentiments of the stories being told. She 

explained she had not experienced the same issue with her parents but observed the 

gender difference in treatment. She added, “If you’re a man, you can pretty much do 

whatever you want.”  
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However, some students also explained that relations with their parents had 

improved, but their parents still expressed concerns about their safety or complained 

about them being gone from home. The same student whose father said “hurtful 

things” upon her departure for college later added, 

He’s very proud and I just got back yesterday, but every time I go home, like, 
he’s like, “Oh, you’re already leaving, you’re only here for three days.” He’s 
very proud, but at the same time it still hurts him that I’m not home. And I 
made it a point to not be dependent on them on anything. I pay for everything, 
because I don’t want them to be like, “oh, we’re paying for this so you have to 
do this”. So they really can’t tell me anything. 

The male students in the interview also agreed with the gender issues their 

female counterparts discussed in their stories. One male student explained his 

experience with a girlfriend and her family:  

I had a girlfriend in high school and I came to college with her. We lived in the 
dorm. Her mom always told her, “The only way you’re going to [top-tier 
university] is if he goes to [the same top-tier university] also, so you have 
somebody to go with.” So I can see the point of view and everything.   

Analysis of Free-Writes 

 A benefit to conducting a free-write session was that it provided the students 

the opportunity to express themselves as individuals and not worry about the 

discomfort of saying something in front of peers. Additionally, it provided the 

opportunity to students to reflect about the entire focus-group interview and provide 

summaries or important points regarding their explanations of their academic success. 

Lastly, the free-write allowed students to reflect on their interview and their writing, so 

that after the free-write session students were able to best respond to the final question. 

That final question asked students if they had any additional thoughts or comments 
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they felt would be important to share. For the most part, this helped in getting 

additional feedback, but nothing extraordinary, and in some cases the interview ended 

with no comments. Because a limited time of, on average, 15 minutes was given to 

students for the free-write, students at best provided half a page of typed material. 

Therefore, the analysis of the free-write session did not separate student responses by 

university but instead grouped all students together in hopes of better understanding 

the Borderland Top 10% student academic experience regardless of university.  

 The 32 Borderland Top 10% students across universities wrote at great lengths 

about how institutional value has been important in their lives or wrote positively 

about their particular universities. In fact, in the free-write session students provided a 

greater sense of institutional value than during the interviews combined. The difference 

between institutional value, with 43 quotes, and the next prominent code of 

institutional comparisons, with 10 quotes, was significant. However, these two codes 

are very similar in nature. Many students wrote positively about their respective 

university but often presented a comparative undertone to other universities, namely 

between the hometown Borderland universities and the top-tier universities. One 

student wrote,  

All my life growing up here, I was told not to go to [Borderland university]. 
People would tell me that it was a bad school, not a real college, and not worth 
the money you would spend to get a degree. … From the first day I came here, 
I could tell that all those people were wrong. 

When students wrote about how it was important for them to attend college and 

overall institutional value, they also made references to other topics. One student wrote 
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about the importance of a college education to the student’s family: “Having a college 

education has always been a dream of mine. To me and my family, being college 

educated symbolically represents I am ready to take flight and soar into the real word.” 

However, the story for the most part in the free-write session about institutional 

value was related to how students felt about their particular university. One student 

wrote: “[Borderland university] has been good about helping me with school and 

careers and my own life.” Another at that same university similarly wrote, 

“[Borderland university] is a wonderful school, the professors are always around to 

help, the course work prepares you for the future, and it feels like a small college.” 

One additional student at that same Borderland university uniquely described the 

college choice: “For me however, my decision to attend [Borderland university] was 

not solely based on whether or not I could afford it.” Another student from a different 

Borderland university wrote, “[Borderland university] has given me great opportunities 

and I am grateful for that.”  

Similarly at the top-tier university, one student wrote, “I feel that I am sooo 

greatful [sic] to have been given the opportunity to further my education here at [top-

tier university]. It literally is hard to put into words what it means to me.” Lastly, 

another student at the same top-tier university wrote, “As a low-income student from a 

low-income neighborhood and high school, to come to [top-tier university] was 

literally my golden ticket out of Corpus Christi.” This quote also presents a link to the 

code of negative commuter stigma. 
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The next most prominent codes were negative commuter stigma (16 quotes); 

motivating peers (15 quotes); individualistic quality of education (14 quotes); ill-

prepared K–12 (13 quotes); financial aid issues (12 quotes); institutional resources and 

positive K–12 preparation (11 quotes each), and community values and empowerment 

and focus-group interview appreciation (9 quotes each). On a final note, written 

feedback via the free-write was unanimous in that students really appreciated the 

opportunity to sit and talk among their peers about their college experience; several 

explained that it was “motivating.” 

Notable Institutional Differences in Qualitative Analysis 

Based on most frequent codes per interview, there were some differences 

between the interview results at the top-tier university and the Borderland universities. 

Essentially, there are two stories to be told. The first story is of the Borderland Top 

10% student who moved away from home to attend a top-tier university. The second 

story is of the Borderland Top 10% student who for the most part stayed close to home 

and attended a local Borderland university. I analyzed the more prevalent codes in 

frequency of quotes by comparing the total number of quotes of a code of all 

Borderland university interviews and dividing by the eight total Borderland university 

interviews (see Table 4). Even though top-tier university interviews had more 

prevalent codes in their favor, Table 4 only represents the four top differentiated codes 

for each university.  

 The story of the Top 10% Borderland student who chose to attend a top-tier 

university is described by Table 4. First, it is natural to think that one day a person 
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would move back to his or her place of origin. It is no surprise that students at the top-

tier university spoke to a much greater extent about valuing their community and the 

hope of one day moving back to contribute to both family and community. Second, 

enrolling at a top-tier university also meant establishing new networks and friendships, 

especially if living on or near campus. Therefore, students living on campus possibly 

had a higher dependence on the level of social activities that increase the level of 

academic engagement, which has been highlighted by Tinto (1987, 1993). Next, it is 

easier to think that those students who indeed have moved away from home would 

need the support of their family to do so. Also, the dynamics of the Borderland region, 

as discussed in chapter 2, may explain students’ hopes of returning to their home 

community and, more importantly, the important and vital influence of their parents on 

their motivation to succeed academically and to be able to contribute back to the 

family.  

Differences in gender issues for students who left home to attend college were 

very understandable, especially as the quantitative data earlier in the chapter indicated 

the male Top 10% students had a higher enrollment rate at the top-tier university. 

However, it is important to note from the earlier analysis that female students did not 

feel academically disadvantaged but did feel the difference in treatment by their 

families and others.  

Lastly, the difference in AP or pre-AP courses as a subject in discussion 

between Borderland universities and the top-tier university cannot be explained 

through this analysis. However, the patterns of enrollment differences in family 
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income, as reported earlier in the chapter, may be related to the quality of K–12 

education accessed by the student.  

Table 4  

Code Frequency for Top-Tier and Borderland University Interviews 

Codes 

Borderland 
university 

interview total 

Borderland 
average per 
interviewa 

Top-tier 
university 
interview  

Difference 
per 

interview  

Top-tier university most prevalent codes 

Community values 
and empowerment 

10 1   9 8 

Social activities and 
academic 
engagement 

25 3 11 8 

Motivating family 
factors 

25 3 10 7 

Gender issues 22 3   9 6 

Advanced Placement 18 2   8 6 

Borderland university most prevalent codes 

Mentors, faculty, & 
advisors 

44 6   0 6 

Individualistic 
quality of education 

67 8   3 5 

Student leadership 39 5   1 4 
aQuote average frequency = Borderland total / 8 interviews. 
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 The story of the student who selected to enroll at a Borderland university and 

stay close to home reveals possible institutional differences in comparison to a top-tier 

university. First, most public top-tier universities, as is the case for Texas, have vast 

differences in enrollment numbers, often leading to comparisons between a small 

campus environment and the huge campus environment where students may tend to get 

lost in large courses. Clearly, students at Borderland universities spoke highly about 

the quality of interactions between mentors, faculty, and advisors. As discussed earlier, 

students even spoke about the quality of interaction with administrators.  

Second, the prevalence of quotes around student’s level of effort, sacrifice, and 

hard-working ethic to explain their academic success also may lead to student’s 

perceptions of their respective universities. Although not noted in Table 4, institutional 

values and institutional comparisons were mentioned at a slightly higher frequency in 

the top-tier university interview. Therefore, it is possible that students at a top-tier 

university perceived their university as a place where institutional forces are more 

likely to influence the academic success of students. For students attending a 

Borderland university, their perception of their university might be that it is a place 

whose institutional forces are not as influential as top-tier universities; to compensate 

for the lack of positive institutional forces, students have to put forth much greater 

individual efforts. Additionally, the differences in enrollment rates regarding family 

income between Borderland universities and top-tier universities, coupled with 

differences in college choice as explained in chapter 2, suggest that Borderland 
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students indeed may have to put forth much greater efforts to balance family and 

economic needs.  

Lastly, the difference in student leadership at Borderland universities may 

require further research, especially since social activities and academic engagement 

had a higher frequency with the top-tier university interview. This might counter 

common perceptions about the commuter student and thus also might be a problem 

with the selection process of students for the interviews, in which the researcher 

collaborated with the Offices of the Vice President of Student Affairs from all 

universities to provide assistance in student identification.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Implications 

 
The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board is dedicated to meeting the 
goals of the state’s higher education plan, Closing the Gaps by 2015. … 
Policymakers, education leaders, the business community, students and 
families—in fact, all Texans—have a vested interest in meeting the goals of 
Closing the Gaps to help ensure a prosperous future for our great state. (Texas 
Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2009, ¶ 1) 

  
The purpose of this study was to analyze the trends in access and success of 

students admitted through the Top 10% admissions policy who originate from the 

Texas Borderland. The study investigated access and success between public 

universities from the Borderland region and the two top-tier public universities in 

Texas. This chapter first provides a summary of Chapters 1, 2, and 3. Then, the chapter 

summarizes and interprets the findings using Bourdieu’s theoretical framework. The 

chapter concludes with addressing implications for this study, both in research and 

policy.  

Summary 

Context 

 The context for this study was the Texas Borderland. This region includes 

intersections of large Latina/o populations and challenges to economic development. 

Along with these challenges is the issue of access to a quality higher education, 

particularly with distance as a consideration in enrolling at any of the top-tier 

universities of Texas (Tienda & Niu, 2006b). I realize that numerous 4-year 

universities do provide vital opportunities to the region and more importantly a quality 

higher education. This analysis, however, did not measure institutional effectiveness or 
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the quality of education. This being a student-level analysis, the research does provide 

a better understanding of how student access and success is stratified for students 

deemed college-ready by the admissions policy, and further mediated by institutions 

with varying selectivity. However, if I were to argue key differences in considering 

what separates top-tier universities from Borderland universities, it is not the quality of 

higher education that is offered, but the influence that both quantity of resources and 

opportunities has on an institution, as argued in LULAC v. Richards (1993). 

Additionally, since this study was based on student-level data, this analysis was about 

the bottom line, the success of students. Nonetheless, LULAC v. Richards and Sharp’s 

(1998) “Bordering the Future” have influenced numerous policy initiatives regarding 

the Borderland region, such as the South Texas Border Initiative. The important aspect 

of these events is that they both identified the needs and challenges of the region and 

informed policy that has been crucial in the development and growth of Texas 

Borderland universities. With that same goal in mind of informing policy, whether 

statewide or local, this analysis used the Top 10% admissions policy not only to inform 

certain aspects of a policy analysis, but also to focus on the policy issue of access and 

success of a quality higher education for Borderland students.  

Literature 

 Chapter 2 reported what we know about the Top 10% policy and the student 

experience, which includes both intended and unintended results. The biggest 

implication from this literature review is that even under the Top 10% admission 

policy, a clear and simple policy about which students gain admission, access and 
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enrollment for students continue to vary across ethnicity and SES. The largest 

contribution from this study is that little published research on the Top 10% policy has 

yet to consider student outcomes; specifically, graduation has yet to be a factor or 

variable in any specific policy analysis of the Top 10% plan. Finally, the literature 

reviewed  Bourdieu’s theoretical framework on cultural capital, social capital and 

habitus, which is applied to interpret the findings later in this chapter. Bourdieu 

explains that cultural capital is influenced by social capitals; and a student’s habitus 

will be informed varyingly by parents and adults and will stratify responses to 

opportunities. Therefore, student access and success does vary by ethnicity, gender, 

socio-economic status, and institutional enrollment. 

Methodology 

 Chapter 3 identifies the methods for this analysis of access and success of Top 

10% students from the Borderland region. This study first employed quantitative 

comparative methods of data from the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board. 

The second component in this study employed focus-group interviews of Borderland 

students at five Borderland universities and one top-tier university to provide rich 

content for what explains student success, specifically from the student perspective. 

This last component was extremely vital in that it provided a voice to students 

regarding their academic success and provided the condition in this study that may 

suggest policy implications. 
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Discussion of Findings 

Findings for Research Questions 1 and 2 

What are the trends in access and success for Borderland top 10% students at 

top-tier public universities and their local Borderland universities? Chapter 4 provides 

almost a complexity of perspectives on the access and success of Top 10% students, 

answering Research Questions 1 and 2. Regarding access, key findings highlight 

differences in enrollment, persistence, and graduation for Top 10% students by 

institution, ethnicity, gender, college generation status, and family income. This being 

the case for all Top 10% students, these variations are also the case for Borderland Top 

10% students. The important finding in understanding access and success of 

Borderland Top 10% students is that ethnicity, gender, family income, and college 

generation status are influential factors explaining who enrolls where, and if these 

students persist and graduate. Essentially, descriptive statistics, across all Top 10% 

students, revealed four main findings:  

1. Asian and White Top 10% students have higher enrollment rates at top-tier 

universities and have higher persistence and graduation rates at all universities than 

Latina/o and Black students.  

2. Male Top 10% students across ethnicity are more likely to enroll at a top-tier 

university, but female students have slightly better graduation rates.  

3. Second-generation (and more) college students have higher enrollment rates 

at the top-tier university and have higher persistence and graduation rates at all 

universities, 
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4. Higher family income levels explain higher enrollment rates at top-tier 

universities as well as higher persistence and graduation rates at all universities. 

 The variation of enrollment or access at Borderland universities and top tier 

universities is explained by Bourdieu as the result of varying habitus as informed by 

varying sets of cultural capital. For example, because of cultural capital students from 

families with higher income levels, and whose parents already have a college 

education, have higher enrollment rates at the more institutionally selective university. 

Since ethnicity to a certain level correlates with varying levels of socioeconomic status 

(college generation status and family income), this correlation may highlight some of 

the variation in access by ethnicity. Additionally, since cultural identity or ethnicity 

provides different sets of cultural capital, it is expected that access would vary across 

ethnicity regarding enrollment at the top tier universities. Additionally, parents 

transcended perceptions and expectations vary by gender as well, which often relate to 

parents requests or demands for female students to stay close to home in their college 

choice.   

Descriptive statistics of persistence rates and graduation rates demonstrate 

evident variations in comparing institutions, ethnicity, gender, college generation 

status, and family income. As with access, being from a Borderland county itself does 

not explain access, persistence, or graduation but may be another identifier for the 

unique sociodemographics of the region. Therefore, up to this point in the analysis via 

descriptive statistics, it can be concluded that the differences in persistence and 

graduation rates at Borderland universities in comparison top-tier universities are 
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related to differences in access and enrollment of students. However, it is for this very 

reason in how Research Question 2 was asked.  

What are the trends in success of Borderland Top 10% students at Texas public 

universities, particularly between Borderland public universities and top-tier public 

universities, and how does success vary while controlling for student characteristics? 

Using inferential statistics, I answered using logistic regression analyses of persistence 

and graduation. This analysis supports differences that have been highlighted by 

research in higher education outcomes (Perna & Thomas, 2008).  

Findings in this study of top 10% students suggest that ethnicity is not a 

significant factor in explaining persistence variations. Because most Top 10% students 

across ethnicity persist, persistence as an outcome variable is not a strong indicator of 

success. However, the telling story in explaining persistence is where students enroll. 

Top 10% students enrolled at top-tier universities are 2.37 times more likely to persist 

to the fall semester after their first year than those enrolled at other Texas universities. 

For Borderland Top 10% students, those enrolled at top-tier universities are 1.55 times 

more likely to persist than those at other Texas universities. However, Borderland Top 

10% students enrolled at Borderland universities are 0.55 times as likely to persist as 

students at other Texas universities. This story in comparing all Top 10% students to 

Borderland students is that these differences may be due to institutional differences or 

the influence of distance from home on persistence. The same is observed in 

explaining graduation. 
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Differences in graduation rates demonstrate the key findings in this work. Top 

10% students enrolled at a top-tier university are 2.30 times more likely to graduate 

than those enrolled at other universities. Specifically for Borderland Top 10% students, 

those enrolled at a top-tier university are 1.77 times more likely to graduate than those 

at other universities, and those enrolled at Borderland universities are 0.69 times as 

likely to graduate as those at other universities. This means that where students enroll 

influences graduation likelihood. These findings also reinforce the findings in the 

descriptive statistics analysis mentioned above. 

As with access, variation in college persistence and graduation is expected as 

per Bourdieu’s theoretical framework. However, to truly explain the variation in 

college success, research question three was asked to make the connection between 

Bourdieu’s theoretical framework and the findings around success of Borderland top 

10% students.  

Findings for Research Question 3 

How do Borderland top 10% students explain their success? In chapter 5, two 

stories are told, one describing the Borderland Top 10% student who enrolled at the 

top-tier university, and the other the student who enrolled at the local Borderland 

university. First, it is important to keep in mind that being a top 10% student is deemed 

to be college-ready to any public university in the state, regardless of selectivity (which 

vary in funding models, mission statements, resources, and students). Therefore it is 

expected that persistence and graduation should be equally achieved regardless of 

institution, perhaps even easier to achieve at non-selective institutions. However, 
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because of varying cultural capitals, and social capitals, which also mediate 

opportunities, variation of Borderland student access and success does occur.  

The story of the Top 10% Borderland student who chose to attend a top-tier 

university speaks to a much greater extent about valuing the community and one day 

returning home, establishing new networks and friendships, the importance of familial 

support, and gender preferential treatment in the family. Although from female 

students stated they did not feel academically disadvantaged, female students were less 

likely to enroll at the top-tier university, but enrolled at greater numbers than males 

because of the gender gap. Student’s desire to return home and establish new networks 

speaks directly to the desired outcome of increasing cultural and social capitals. The 

importance of continuing and improving the cultural capital as informed by parents and 

by one’s community directly corresponds to Borderland students at top tier universities 

in their pursuit to return home. Additionally, while some gender issues raised by top 

tier university students might be due to concerns related to distance, successful female 

students across institutions accentuate the varying perceptions and expectations 

towards desired outcomes. Additionally, top tier university students were more likely 

to utilize campus resources, which is explained by the varying levels of cultural 

capital.  

The story of the student who selected to enroll at a Borderland university and 

stay close to home reveals possible institutional differences in comparison to a top-tier 

university. Most public top-tier universities have vast differences in enrollment 

numbers, often leading to comparisons between a small campus environment and the 
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huge campus environment where students may get lost in large courses. Students at 

Borderland universities spoke highly about the quality of interactions with mentors, 

faculty, and advisors. As discussed earlier, students even spoke about the quality of 

interaction with administrators. With variation of access between Borderland and top 

tier universities, it is expected that cultural capitals also vary and inform different 

responses towards desired outcomes. In other words, Borderland university students 

might approach university resources differently than those at top tier universities, thus 

using mentors and advisors as resources to a greater extent. Students who have access 

to higher economic capital might have a cultural capital better equipped to manage 

economic related resources towards desired outcomes. Students with less access to 

economic capital might have a cultural capital that is better equipped to manage 

alternative resources towards desired outcomes.  

Additionally, the prevalence of quotes about student level of effort, sacrifice, 

and hard-working ethic to explain academic success may reflect varying students 

cultural capital. Varying cultural capital between institutions would additionally 

explain student’s college choice and approach towards academic success. Therefore 

students at Borderland universities would use the cultural capital influenced by their 

parents and environment. In other words, Borderland university students might have a 

cultural capital defined by hardworking ethics, while top tier university students might 

have a resourceful cultural capital that better utilizes campus resources. Additionally, 

the differences in enrollment rates related to family income between Borderland 
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universities and top-tier universities suggest that Borderland students indeed may have 

to put forth much greater efforts to balance family and economic needs.  

The crux of this study is that different cultural capitals explained student access 

and student success. These findings are corroborated even while controlling for student 

characteristics. This explains that cultural capital also interacts with institutional level 

forces that influence further variation in college success. I argue that universities also 

further inform cultural capital and mediate college access and success, particularly for 

Borderland students.  

Future Research and Implications 

 This work provides numerous opportunities for future research. First, the 

increasing gender gap and enrollment gap at the top-tier university, as demonstrated 

through this work, suggests an interest in further studying highly college-prepared 

female students who decide to attend their local university, specifically Latinas from 

the Borderland.  

Noted in chapter 4, numerous trends regarding enrollment variations for 

Borderland universities, Latina/o students, and socioeconomic variables reported shifts 

from one year to the next. I concluded that this shifts were possibly related changes in 

tuition regulation, Texas residence status and tuition costs, and possible changes in the 

financial aid system. Future research would be required if indeed these changes in 

enrollment are related to these policy changes. Specifically, the drop in persistence for 

the 2003–2004 first-year cohort at Border universities and for Borderland students 

might be related to changes in tuition deregulation policy in the state. With Texas HB 
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3015 (2003), the Texas Legislature granted tuition-setting authority to public 

university governing boards; students felt its impact the following academic year. 

Further research would be needed to indicate whether this was a result of tuition 

deregulation from Texas HB 3015, possibly influencing Borderland students to transfer 

to local community colleges where costs are significantly less. 

A similar note is that the spike in enrollment growth in the 2006–2007 

academic year did not follow the growth trend from all other years. This might have 

been a direct result of change in tuition policy for Texas residents. More specifically, 

Texas Senate Bill 1528 (2005) improved how students can be identified as Texas 

residents and pay in-state tuition as earlier specified by Texas HB 1403 (2001). The 

key difference was that a student’s residency status was no longer dependent on 

parental residency status. Further study could investigate a link between changes in 

enrollment and this specific change in state policy. 

Lastly, the wealth of data that remains from this analysis will provide 

additional research opportunities. This study, exploratory in nature, highlighted trends 

that can spark further research, specifically regarding Borderland Top 10% students. In 

all, it is my hope that beyond this work research also can begin to focus on the degree 

achievers at top-tier universities and the path to returning home, if there is one. Such 

research would be not only for the sake of economic development for this region, but 

also for communities and families. Prior to this study, a parent once expressed to me 

how conflicting a college education can be in the investment made by a family in their 
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children. He said, “They graduate and you lose your family’s investment because they 

leave to find jobs elsewhere, so what do we do then?”   

 Implications for this work stretch into both statewide policy implications and 

local implications. This research work demonstrates the importance of access to top-

tier universities. The current debate launched by UT–Austin is about changing the Top 

10% policy so that enrollment limits can be placed on the total possible admits from 

the Top 10% rule. However, another debate is also ongoing, about providing additional 

funding support for other state research universities that are not designated as top tier. 

This research highlights the possible student-level impact on  graduation if not enrolled 

at the top-tier university, but this research plays a greater role in replicating what 

occurred with the South Texas Border Initiative by increasing funds to Borderland 

institutions. It is obvious from an institutional perspective that two public top-tier 

institutions for a state that has one of the biggest and most diverse populations in the 

United States is simply not enough. Especially given that distance is part of the 

decision regarding college enrollment (Tienda & Niu, 2006b), improving the quantity 

of resources and opportunities through a top-tier status at the local level would have a 

significant influence in the success of Borderland students.  
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Appendix A: 

The Border: Where We Stand—January 2001 Update 

 

Where the 43-county 
Texas Border region 

ranks, compared to the 
211-county Non-border 

region and the other 
states: 

Where Texas ranks, 
compared to the other 

50 states: 

Where the 211-county 
Texas Non-border 

region ranks, compared 
to the 43-county Border 

region and the other 
states: 

Most 
Recent 

1997 1st 26.8% 6th 16.7% 17th 14.3% Poverty rate 

Last 
report 

1993 1st 29.5% 6th 19.6% 13th 17.0% 

Most 
Recent 

1997 1st 33.8% of 5-to 17-
year olds 

9th 22.1% of 5-to 
17-year olds 

17th 18.9% of 5-to 17-
year olds 

Percent of 
schoolchildren 
in poverty 

Last 
report 

1993 1st 38.0% of 5-to 17-
year olds 

5th 26.1% of 5-to 
17-year olds 

14th 22.5% of 5-to 17-
year olds 

Most 
Recent 

1999 1st 7.5% 16th 4.6% 27th 4.0% Unemployment 
rate 

Last 
report 

1997 1st 8.0% 10th 5.4% 40th 3.7% 

Percent of 
adult 
population 
without a high 
school diploma 

Most 
Recent 

1990 1st 37.3% 12th 27.9% 14th 25.7% 

Percent of 
population 
that speaks 
Spanish at 
home 

Most 
Recent 

1990 1st 57.1% 2nd 22.1% 5th 13.4% 

Most 
Recent 

1999 2nd 20.1 live births 
per 1,000 
population 

2nd 17.1 live births 
per 1,000 
population 

4th 16.3 live births 
per 1,000 
population 

Birth rate 

Last 
report 

1996 1st 21.0 live births 
per 1,000 
population 

3rd 17.2 live births 
per 1,000 
population 

7th 16.2 live births 
per 1,000 
population 

Average 
household size 

Most 
Recent 

1990 2nd 3.2 persons per 
household 

7th 2.8 persons per 
household 

15th 2.7 persons per 
household 

School 
enrollment as a 
percent of 
population 

Most 
Recent 

1990 2nd 31.5% 6th 28.3% 12th 27.5% 
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Where the 43-county 
Texas Border region 

ranks, compared to the 
211-county Non-border 

region and the other 
states: 

Where Texas ranks, 
compared to the other 

50 states: 

Where the 211-county 
Texas Non-border 

region ranks, compared 
to the 43-county Border 

region and the other 
states: 

Most 
Recent 

1998 3rd 14.3 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

10th 10.0 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

24th 8.8 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

Death rate 
from hepatitis 
and other liver 
diseases 

Last 
report 

1995 2nd 14.3 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

15th 10.0 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

27th 8.8 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

Most 
Recent 

1998 3rd 32.7 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

21st 24.8 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

33rd 22.8 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

Death rate 
from diabetes 
mellitus 

Last 
report 

1995 3rd 30.2 deaths per 
100,000population 

17th 24.4 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

25th 22.8 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

Most 
Recent 

1999 3rd 22.8% 5th 20.4% 24th 19.0% Percent of 
population 
that is 5 to 17 
years old* Last 

report 
1994 2nd 22.8% 10th 20.3% 22nd 18.9% 

Percent of 
population 
that is foreign-
born 

Most 
Recent 

1990 3rd 14.9% 8th 9.0% 13th 7.5% 

Female-headed 
families (no 
husband 
present) as a 
percent of all 
households 

Most 
Recent 

1990 3rd 14.2% 17th 11.2% 25th 10.6% 

Most 
Recent 

1998 4th 5,275.2 crimes per 
100,000 
population 

15th 4,595.8 crimes 
per 100,000 
population 

17th 4,420.9 crimes per 
100,000 
population 

Property crime 
rate 

Last 
report 

1995 5th 5,844.8 crimes per 
100,000 
population 

14th 5,020.5 crimes 
per 100,000 
population 

20th 4,804.0 crimes per 
100,000 
population 

Most 
Recent 

1990-
1999 

6th 2.2% 7th 2.0% 9th 1.9% Average 
annual 
population 
growth rate 
during the 
1990s 

Last 
report 

1990-
1996 

6th 2.4% 9th 1.9% 11th 1.8% 
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Where the 43-county 
Texas Border region 

ranks, compared to the 
211-county Non-border 

region and the other 
states: 

Where Texas ranks, 
compared to the other 

50 states: 

Where the 211-county 
Texas Non-border 

region ranks, compared 
to the 43-county Border 

region and the other 
states: 

Most 
Recent 

1990-
1998 

6th 3.2% 6th 3.2% 7th 3.2% Average 
annual 
employment 
growth Last 

report 
1991-
1997 

9th 2.9% 10th 2.7% 11th 2.6% 

Married-
couple families 
as a percent of 
all households 

Most 
Recent 

1990 6th 60.4% 23rd 57.8% 29th 57.2% 

Most 
Recent 

1996 7th $1,151.7 19th $985.6 26th $942.8 Per-capita 
spending on 
elementary 
and secondary 
education * 

Last 
report 

1994 9th $1,041.0 24th $892.1 26th $883.6 

Most 
Recent 

1998 21st 502.8 crimes per 
100,000 
population 

14th 565.7 crimes 
per 100,000 
population 

13th 581.9 crimes per 
100,000 
population 

Violent crime 
rate 

Last 
report 

1995 23rd 553.3 crimes per 
100,000 
population 

17th 663.8 crimes 
per 100,000 
population 

17th 692.2 crimes per 
100,000 
population 

Most 
Recent 

1998 21st 3.3 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

12th 4.8 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

11th 5.1 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

Death rate 
from 
HIV/AIDS 

Last 
report 

1995 25th 9.4 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

12th 14.8 deaths per 
100,000 
population 

10th 16.1 deaths per 
100,000population 

Percent of 
population 
with some 
college 
education but 
no degree 

Most 
Recent 

1990 21st 19.2% 14th 21.1% 13th 21.5% 

Most 
Recent 

1999 24th 4.1 million 2nd 20.0 million 3rd 16.0 million Population 

Last 
report 

1996 24th 3.9 million 2nd 19.1 million 3rd 15.2 million 

Most 
Recent 

1999 27th 1.8 million 2nd 10.2 million 3rd 8.4 million Civilian labor 
force 

Last 
report 

1997 27th 1.8 million 2nd 9.9 million 3rd 8.2 million 
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Where the 43-county 
Texas Border region 

ranks, compared to the 
211-county Non-border 

region and the other 
states: 

Where Texas ranks, 
compared to the other 

50 states: 

Where the 211-county 
Texas Non-border 

region ranks, compared 
to the 43-county Border 

region and the other 
states: 

Military 
veterans per 
100 households 

Most 
Recent 

1990 28th 30 43rd 28 44th 28 

Most 
Recent 

1998 29th $74.2 billion 3rd $508.6 billion 3rd $425.9 billion Total personal 
income 

Last 
report 

1995 30th $60.3 billion 3rd $397.1 billion 3rd $336.8 billion 

Most 
Recent 

1997 34th 19,834 1st 194,301 1st 174,467 Number of 
farms 

Last 
report 

1992 34th 19,604 1st 180,644 1st 161,040 

Most 
Recent 

1998-
1999 

43rd 2.9% 12th 4.4% 8th 4.6% Recent growth 
in annual 
average pay 

Last 
report 

1995-
1996 

24th 3.8% 8th 4.6% 7th 4.7% 

Percent of 
population 
with a 
postgraduate 
degree 

Most 
Recent 

1990 43rd 5.3% 23rd 6.5% 22nd 6.7% 

Percent of 
population 
with a 
bachelor's 
degree 

Most 
Recent 

1990 44th 10.3% 17th 13.9% 15th 14.7% 

Percent of 
population 
with an 
associate's 
degree 

Most 
Recent 

1990 45th 4.8% 36th 5.2% 36th 5.2% 

Most 
Recent 

1999 46th $25,287 15th $32,254 11th $33,712 Average 
annual pay 

Last 
report 

1996 46th $22,541 15th $28,140 11th $29,293 

Infant 
mortality rate 

Most 
Recent 

1999 47th 5.7 deaths of 
infants under 1 
year old per 1,000 
live births 

39th 6.4 deaths of 
infants under 1 
year old per 
1,000 live births 

39th 6.6 deaths of 
infants under 1 
year old per 1,000 
live births 
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Where the 43-county 
Texas Border region 

ranks, compared to the 
211-county Non-border 

region and the other 
states: 

Where Texas ranks, 
compared to the other 

50 states: 

Where the 211-county 
Texas Non-border 

region ranks, compared 
to the 43-county Border 

region and the other 
states: 

 Last 
report 

1995 40th 6.3 deaths of 
infants under 1 
year old per 1,000 
live births 

39th 6.5 deaths of 
infants under 1 
year old per 
1,000 live births 

36th 6.6 deaths of 
infants under 1 
year old per 1,000 
live births 

Most 
Recent 

1999 47th 0.69 27th 0.84 17th 0.87 Motor vehicles 
per capita 

Last 
report 

1994 50th 0.62 35th 0.74 31st 0.76 

Most 
Recent 

1998 48th 2.8 divorces per 
1,000 population 

24th 4.4 divorces per 
1,000 
population 

18th 4.8 divorces per 
1,000 population 

Divorce rate 

Last 
report 

1996 34th 3.6 divorces per 
1,000population 

13th 5.0 divorces per 
1,000population 

13th 5.4 divorces per 
1,000 population 

Most 
Recent 

1999 49th $28,802 15th $42,341 10th $44,175 Average 
annual pay in 
manufacturing 

Last 
report 

1996 50th $24,503 18th $36,162 12th $37,870 

Most 
Recent 

1999 49th $26,450 24th $32,761 24th $33,869 Average 
annual pay in 
construction 

Last 
report 

1996 51st $23,139 24th $28,912 23rd $29,989 

Percent of 
households 
with a 
telephone 

Most 
Recent 

1990 49th 88.7% 42nd 91.4% 21st 92.0% 

Most 
Recent 

1998 51st $18,390 26th $25,803 18th $27,165 Per-capita 
personal 
income 

Last 
report 

1995 51st $15,570 30th $21,119 21st $22,556 

Note. From “The Border: Where We Stand—January 2001 Update,” by S. Combs, 2001, Austin, Office 
of the Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts.  
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Appendix B:  

Questions Considered for the Focus Group Interviews 

 
1. Tell me about your goals as part of coming to college, and why? 

2. Tell me about any preparation you did to get ready for college or about your 
expectations before coming to college.  

a. Possible follow-up: Did your preparation help or were your expectations 
met, and how? 

3. Tell me about how coming to this university has helped you academically? 

4. Tell me about how your surroundings or environment have been a part of your 
college experience? 

5. Tell me about your experience here at college and what it is taking to get a degree.  

a. Possible follow-up: What is making it difficult or what has helped you in 
working towards your degree? 

6. Tell me about how you handle academic demands?  

a. Possible follow-up: How have your managed challenges, or what has 
helped you academically? 

7. Are you getting any academic support services or guidance, who or what are those? 
Why or Why not?  

8. If any, what extracurricular activities have helped your college experience, and 
how?  

9. Describe your experience regarding the student financial aid programs. 

10. Describe any other options that you have avoided by coming to college.  

11. What advice would you give someone like yourself about getting ready for 
college? 

12. Is there anything else you want to add that we have not talked about so far? Or 
questions did I not ask you that I should have asked you? 
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