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ABSTRACT: Pursuing higher education after high school is a common practice 

in the United States, and for many individuals this process is expected. However, students 

in historically underrepresented communities still have a substantially harder time in 

transitioning from high school to college, and there are currently an increasingly broad 

range and scope of college preparation programs that address this issue. This report 

examines how social and cultural capital frameworks highlight and explore the different 

aspects of a student’s life that can affect whether he/she is able to access college-related 

resources. Using these general constructs, this report attempts to illuminate elements that 

are currently missing in existing programs, and highlight current successful transition 

programs.    
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Introduction 

A 2003 study of US Department of Education data reported that 32% of all 

students that enter high school exit meeting the minimum standards for admission to a 

four year university (Greene & Forester, 2003).  A surface view of the high school to 

college transition shows a seemingly well-executed and fair system with interventions to 

move students past the high school level. However, research indicates a slough of unseen 

barriers and hurdles that students must navigate in today’s educational climate. Currently, 

high schools are designed to offer students higher education advising and help through 

agents such as counselors, teachers, mentors, and career-oriented programs, many of 

which differ depending on the resource capacity of the school (Farmer-Hinton, 2008).  

However, the streamlined transitions from high school to college experienced by many 

students are by no means the norm.  A closer look at post-secondary accessibility in an 

increasingly competitive educational climate reveals the extent to which many students, 

especially members of underrepresented communities, simply do not make it to college. 

College admissions statistics in 2003 showed that nationwide, African American and 

Hispanic college freshmen student populations were only 11% and 7% of total freshmen 

students (Greene & Forester, 2003). 

Transitions into changing environments and obligations are by no means easy for 

many people, however in the context of secondary to post-secondary education, these 

transitions are vital. Successful transitioning into the college environment can encourage 

continuing post-secondary education, while stunted transitions can potentially lead to 

students feelings of failure and inability to achieve their dreams of college (Conley, 

2008). The question posited in this report is what can be done to ease student transitions 
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from secondary to post-secondary school, using the tools available to us in high schools? 

Are there frameworks to guide our thinking on this issue? 

What does it take to go to college, who attends, and is it difficult? 

Getting into an American university is becoming increasingly difficult and 

competitive for high school students.  In addition to the stark disparity in white students 

versus students of underrepresented communities that are able to apply and attend 

college, the financial burden has also become more severe in recent years. Tuition has 

increased nationwide and there are a myriad of opportunities for students to pursue 

education past a general 4-year degree.  USA News reported in 2009 that in 30 years, the 

cost of attending private universities has increased 7 times with public university costs 

increasing six times (“Our View Paying for College,” 2009)!   

Research has shown that students with clear goals established during their high 

school years with the help of counselors, teachers, and mentors, continue to college with 

a much better understanding of what college and academic life entails (McGlynn, 2009). 

However, even for a student with established goals and support systems in place, another 

issue comes into view. Currently there is a striking lack of access to resources and 

information about continuing education for many high school students.  In addition, there 

has been recent debate over the importance and predictive nature of standardized test 

scores, meaning that the application process is arguably becoming more confusing for the 

individual student.   

Many high schools and educational institutions have college preparatory 

programs, which undoubtedly aid students in transitioning to higher education. However 

for a large number of students, access to college preparatory entities, such as those that 
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provide standardized testing help and college selection guidance, is not a viable option.  

This affects the student’s view of his/her college potential, in that the requirements and 

college process are seen as unattainable and outside the student’s range. As will be 

discussed in later sections, there are many positive and important elements in existing 

college prep programs that make them successful, however the exploration does not stop 

there. The disparity in access to resources leading to higher education is astounding for 

many communities, and clearly calls for more research that uncovers what types of 

college prep programs are effective and what types are not.  

The constructs of social, resource, and cultural capital are highly appropriate for 

exploring college preparation and the elements that contribute to student success in their 

transition to higher education environments.  These frameworks highlight the different 

aspects of a student’s life that can affect whether he/she is able to access college-related 

resources. These general constructs can also help illuminate elements that are currently 

missing in existing programs.    

Overview of Social, Resource, and Cultural Capital  

Higher education preparedness is not solely attributed to the student’s academic 

life, as the emphasis on grades and standardized test scores on college applications will 

lead one to believe. “At the heart of college readiness is development of the cognitive and 

metacognitive capabilities of incoming students: analysis, interpretation, precision and 

accuracy, problem solving, and reasoning” (Conley, 2008, 3).  In effect, improving a 

student’s readiness for the transition into a higher education environment requires a broad 

range of both academic and non-academic skills that can be translated into scholastic 

success.  Social support networks and resources are vital factors in the student’s ability to 
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access the college framework. When applied to college preparation, constructs of social, 

cultural, and resource capital highlight important areas of a student’s life that are often 

ignored when academics becomes the sole focus.  

Social, cultural, and resource capital are multi-disciplinary concepts that have 

been applied in understanding a range of discrepancies in areas like economics, race 

relations, and education. They can be adopted within the college framework to 

understand how a student transitions along the continuum of his/her higher education 

objectives, and how the student is equipped to move beyond barriers that he/she 

encounters along the way. Social capital is formed through relationships with peers, 

parents, family, contacts, and is how a social network can be utilized to access resources 

and opportunities (Hinton & Adams, 2006, 101). Resource capital is in the same vein as 

social capital, with emphasis on connecting with financially-related networks that can be 

used to fund a college education.  Cultural capital is more complex and significantly less 

tangible than social or resource capital, and therefore is described as “the experiences, 

knowledge, and skills that individuals acquire at the intersection of their economic and 

social capital” (“Cultural Capital”, 2008).  A lengthier exploration of the role of cultural 

capital in the transition process will be discussed in the proceeding sections.  

These ideas of social, cultural, and resource capital help illuminate the importance 

of approaches to college preparation that are arguably more inclusive than what is 

available to many students in our current system. These theories target the education of 

students on how to navigate and foster beneficial social capital, understand how their 

education translates to options for continuing education, and seeking out resource capital 

available to them.  This report will focus on programs, interventions, and techniques that 
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increase student capital in these areas, and current research that focuses on these theories 

as they apply to college readiness and preparation.  

 Although this paper is intended to delve only into the process of college 

preparation and the state of secondary to post-secondary transitions in the US, it is 

important to note that there is an embedded assumption that continuing education is 

something that counselors and educational agents should be endorsing to all students.  

Post-secondary education is not for everyone, and there are cases where continuing 

education is inappropriate for a particular student. Generally however, there is evidence 

that post-secondary education provides access to higher paying, varied skills 

opportunities that cannot be accesses with a high school education.   

 The purpose of this report is to critically explore the variables that impact 

secondary to post-secondary school transition in the United States as well as discuss these 

issues within the broader frameworks of social, resource, and cultural capital constructs. 

The focus is from the high school end, meaning that research in this paper could help 

guide program and policy formation in the future as well as aid student progress. The 

following chapters will present (a) A General Overview of Secondary to Post-Secondary 

School Transitions (b) Social, Resource, and Cultural Capital Constructs, (c) Social, 

Resource, and Cultural capital in Real World Examples, and (d) Discussion and need for 

further research.  
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CHAPTER 1: Overview of Secondary to Post-Secondary School Transitions 

 

For undergraduate admission to a 4-year university, a potential student must meet 

a predetermined set of criteria for grades, standardized test scores, and proof of minimum 

skill sets in their applications. There are exceptions in several areas, as regulatory 

interventions like affirmative action and low socio-economic status (SES)-oriented 

recruitment programs seek to alleviate inequalities from historical entry barriers 

experienced by many students.  However, despite these programs there is a marked 

disparity in the college readiness factor for many students; federal data collected in 2003 

reported a college readiness rate for African American and Hispanic students at 20% and 

16%, compared with 37% and 38% for White and Asian Americans (Greene & Forester, 

2003).  

There are many hypotheses for why certain students do not enter a 4-year 

university, such as assessment standards that tend to marginalize students with language 

or academic barriers, few resources for financial aid, lack of supportive environment for 

continuing education, and a lack of fostering basic analytical and self-knowledge skills in 

high school (Dolan, 2008).   

Barriers to Higher Education 

A primary argument for why many students do not continue on to college is tied 

to socio-economic status and racial backgrounds. Spatial isolation of historically 

underrepresented communities, such as student of Latino and African American descent, 

contributes to fewer adults within the community with a college degree/background 

(Farmer-Hinton, 2008).  This idea expands upon the social capital construct (addressed in 



   

 7 

the next chapter), in which spatial isolation does not provide an environment where the 

student is receiving help/guidance about college-planning at home.  

From the school end, there is significant evidence that many high schools in the 

United States regularly expose their student populations to college-prep material and 

infuse ideas about higher education into their curriculums. However, research posits that 

the urban home environment for many does not engage the student to complete college-

preparation materials and provide incentive or motivation to self-seek (Farmer-Hinton, 

2002). This only re-affirms the idea that schools must take on a greater role and 

responsibility to supplement what needs are not being met at home (Farmer-Hinton, 

2008).   

Standardized testing also poses significant challenges to many students, and 

currently there is heated debate within the academic community as to whether 

standardized testing is a substantive measure of student potential. The downplaying of 

institutionalized standardized test scores for admission to a 4-year university, such as the 

case of New York University (NYU) in which SAT I is no longer required, has many 

pros and cons for students (“SAT I no longer required for NYU students,” 2009). The 

standardized test scores that NYU will begin accepting are non-language test scores, 

meaning AP tests and or SAT subject tests can be used in place, which leans much more 

to the individualized strengths of the student. Another plus of the new requirement is that 

certain accomplishments of the student that reflect immense potential, such as getting 

published or leadership accomplishments, are no longer overshadowed by SAT or ACT 

scores. One drawback in this new system however, is the layer of complexity that it will 

add for students who are navigating the process without guidance. Imagine that under 
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time constraint, a student had to select the appropriate tests and AP exams to take in order 

to show their maximum potential to the school(s) of their choice—it becomes 

complicated very quickly!  

Although these barriers to higher education exist for many students, it is 

important to critically examine steps that are intended to improve access through 

additional research. For example, removing SAT/ACT barriers may be helpful to many 

students who feel their potential is overshadowed by standardized testing scores, however 

those standards are intended to maintain an even playing field for college applicants. 

Thus, removing the testing standards may in turn foster an increasingly convoluted and 

less transparent admissions process. However it is possible that additional research could 

uncover other standardized measures to include in college-level applications and close in 

the void left from removing SAT/ACT scores.  

College Preparation Programs 

There are a vast number of college preparatory entities in today’s high school 

educational environment; federally-funded programs for specific student demographics, 

private sector programs that encourage career experience, mentorship programs, college 

course credit and exposure programs, etc. This report will highlight existing programs 

that bolster student social, resource, and cultural capital as they transition into a higher 

education setting. Programs examined in the continuing sections are the federally-funded 

college preparatory programs AVID and GEAR UP, as well as the novel POSSE 

program, which takes a unique approach to student transitions.    
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CHAPTER 2: Social, Resource, and Cultural Capital Constructs 

 

Relevancy of Social, Resource, and Cultural Capital to Transitions 

The concept of social capital was developed by Sociologist James Coleman in the 

1980s to argue for the contribution of social forces on race-related student success 

(“Social Capital and Education,” 2002).  He postulated that familial-centered and 

community-oriented expectations, norms, and obligations profoundly direct the course of 

a student’s academic career.  The tenets of social capital rely upon robust and well-

developed social connections, and therefore the attrition of these relationships negatively 

impacts the student’s potential avenues of resource.  Coleman’s evidence for this 

assertion was the case of the high school dropout, in which many of the students he 

studied were from nontraditional family structures (which were defined as single-parent 

or large sibling number homes).  These situations presented deteriorating social capital 

for the students, which then led to dropping out of school (“Social Capital and 

Education,” 2002).     

Social, cultural, and resource capital constructs can provide an alternate lens for 

understanding how a student transitions along the continuum of his/her higher education 

objectives, and how to aid students in bypassing obstacles that he/she encounters along 

the way. Social capital is formed through relationships with peers, parents, family, 

contacts, and is how a social network can be utilized to access resources and 

opportunities (Hinton & Adams, 2006, 101). Resource capital is similar to social capital, 

with emphasis on connecting with financially-related networks that can be used to fund a 

college education.  Cultural capital can be described as “the experiences, knowledge, and 
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skills that individuals acquire at the intersection of their economic and social capital” 

(“Cultural Capital”, 2008).    

Social Capital in School and Home Environments  

Social capital in the educational setting is student access to useful resources and 

informational networks that are formed by relationships and interactions among people 

(“Social Capital and Education,” 2002).  There are three main bases of social capital as 

they appear in a social context, which are obligations and expectations (analogous to 

holding the option for a future resource to be cashed in at any time), information 

channels, and social norms (a person’s base for “rewarding or sanctioning” their actions) 

(“Social Capital and Education,” 2002).  

In the secondary educational context, social capital is a powerful framework in 

showing clearly the areas of a student’s life that he/she draws upon to progress in their 

education. For example, parental relationships, teacher/mentor/counselor interactions, 

and social networks outside of the school environment (a workplace for example) can 

provide a student with multi-dimensional resources to use when he/she begins the college 

preparation process.  

Social capital theory readily applies to the high school environment, with 

counselors, teachers, and parents as “institutional change agents” that can build upon the 

student’s existing educational network (Hinton & Adams, 2006, 101).  These agents 

within the school system can have a profound effect on the type of information, guidance, 

and access that are made available (Hinton & Adams, 2006).     

Cultural Capital in School and Home Environments 
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 Cultural capital is a construct developed by Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to 

describe the cultural elements of economic and social capital that can affect a person’s 

life choices (“Cultural Capital, 2008). As Bourdieu defined the concept, cultural capital is 

the combined experience, knowledge, and skill that one comes by throughout the course 

of their life (Bourdieu, 1986). Cultural capital is often used to house discussions on 

inequality and race relations in various disciplines, as one’s cultural experience will 

affect their social networks and interactions. Another definition of cultural capital posits 

that one’s cultural roots can be used as a “power resource” and to enable social posturing 

and access (Stampnitzky, 206, 461).  

 The presence of a student’s cultural capital and its influence can be better 

understood by example. Bourdieu postulated that individuals, based on their cultural 

context, will have access to social networks and privileges that can steer their view of 

how they interact with the world around them (“Cultural Capital, 2008). For example, a 

student raised in a wealthy and socially connected environment will encounter 

circumstances and experiences that are “shared” by others in that class, thereby making 

decisions like what to do that weekend or how to spend their time seem like “common 

sense” (“Cultural Capital, 2008).  The environment in which this student moves 

profoundly affects the way he/she views and makes sense of their options and resources. 

For a student in a lower SES environment however, their shared experience will not 

include these resources and access privilege of the wealthy student.  Thus, these 

internalized structures act as markers for moving through a social setting, and explain the 

“unfamiliar sense” that descends when members of varying social classes encounter each 

other (“Cultural Capital,” 2008, 3).  
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Cultural Capital for the Student 

 Cultural capital is an effective and thought-provoking framework for discussing 

higher education accessibility, especially when the effect of the dominant culture on a 

student’s life is examined. In the US, a dominant White culture unarguably has driven 

and fueled the construction of our education system, and therefore, historically, White 

attributes of that system are rewarded, while non-dominant cultural traits are not 

rewarded (“Cultural Capital, 2008). For example, although high schools in the public 

sector often offer bilingual education in Texas, the dominant language is English, despite 

a sizable and growing Hispanic population.  

 Research on the accessibility of standardized testing knowledge for 

underrepresented communities argues from several fronts that there is an unequal 

advantage for White students. A 2005 study in California found that populations of 

Latino and African American students felt a great deal of pressure to do well on 

standardized tests (SAT I, II and Subject tests, ACT) because they wanted to go to 

college, however their access to test preparation services and guidance was abysmal, as 

was general access to individuals that could encourage and provide reference for these 

types of exams (Walpole, et al. 2005).  Sadly, the study also found that many students 

resorted to taking these tests repeatedly in efforts to increase their scores, however the 

strategy was not effective for most. Overall, the study asserted that students from low-

SES backgrounds are not able to build advantageous cultural capital in the standardized 

testing system (Walpole, et al. 2005).  

 Although there is arguably a dominant culture bias within several of the 

admissions requirements of the post-secondary process, there is research stipulating that 
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in fact the system in the US is much more open to non-White cultural capital influences 

than elsewhere in the world (Stampnitzky, 2006).  A study of Harvard admissions 

policies yielded the finding that there is a great deal of diversity in admissions standards 

across colleges. Universities in the United States accept students that meet various 

criteria in addition to test scores and grades; these criteria range from extracurricular to 

athletic ability. The study also delved into issues of how cultural capital attains value 

within certain groups, more specifically how one’s cultural capital attributes can be 

assigned by other factors than those associated with the dominant culture. The 

individual’s movement within certain fields that are arguably more insulated (such as the 

higher education field) and the degree to which that person is affected by inequality and 

power struggles can affect their own cultural capital perception (Stampnitzky, 2006).  

Interestingly, there are trends in current admissions standards that directly 

challenge these assertions.  Admission prompts based on “character and personality” can 

be heavily influential of dominant class values and expectations (Stampnitzky, 2006, 

476).  Also, the necessity of many universities to attract members of elite and privileged 

classes may contribute to further bias (Stampnitzky, 2006).     
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CHAPTER 3: Examples of Social and Cultural Capital in the Real World  

Focus on Federal Programs: AVID and GEAR UP 

 
In order to get a clearer picture of current college preparation programs that are 

designed to aid historically underrepresented populations, it is helpful to consider a range 

of existing programs. GEAR UP, a current federally funded program, and similarly 

designed AVID were developed to serve primarily Hispanic and African American 

students.  

The educational climate that spurred the creation of GEAR UP and AVID was the 

stark difference in high school graduation and college entrance enrollment rates of 

Hispanic students in the late 1990’s. Although the population of students who identified 

as Hispanic has grown tremendously in the last decade, these students were the LEAST 

likely to attend college (US Census Bureau 2002). Conversely, high school graduation 

rates in Texas and California, which house the largest Hispanic state populations, hovered 

around 55%-56% (Greene, 2001). Researchers Greene and Forster also found in their 

2003 study of Hispanic student college readiness that only 9% of these students who did 

graduate high school felt that they were ready to enter a college-level environment 

(Greene & Forster, 2003).  

GEAR UP was created by the federal Higher Education Amendments of 1998, in 

which $120,000,000 was allocated to state school entities for college readiness/transition 

programs for underrepresented students (Watt et al, 2007). Since then, GEAR UP has 

received over $27 billion of federal funds to meet the needs of Hispanic and African 

American students. AVID was designed in a similar fashion, however without the 

backing of federal tax dollars. State schools must fund their own AVID programs, 
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however the goal of increasing student access to higher education remains a common 

thread among both of these transition programs. 

Watt et al. examine the effectiveness of both AVID and GEAR UP in their 2007 

study, mainly to highlight areas of success and examine the underlying causes for certain 

problems encountered in these two programs. Their study incorporated feedback from 4 

groups of tenth grade students on their college expectations, knowledge, and academic 

achievement that were currently enrolled in AVID and GEAR UP programs (Watt et al. 

2007).  Student comments were measured and evaluated by the Adelman 1999 

anticipations scale. 

Watt et al. findings were interesting, in that they expected to find a statistically 

significant difference in the level of preparedness and ‘college knowledge’ shown by 

AVID and GEAR UP students versus students not enrolled in these programs. They 

found that AVID students who were encouraged to enroll in advanced coursework that 

mirrored college level expectations were academically better prepared, however they did 

not find this for GEAR UP students. On thing they did find was that parental influence 

was significantly correlated with the student’s level of college awareness, in that parents 

who showed interest in their student’s involvement in these programs (even if they had 

not attended college themselves) somehow made a difference in how the student oriented 

themselves in their future outlook of attending college.  

College preparation programs like AVID and GEAR UP highlight significant 

progress in the development of tools from a social and cultural capital standpoint. This 

awareness is evidenced in how AVID and GEAR UP openly recognize the difficulties 

facing college-bound students in historically underrepresented communities. However, it 
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is clear from the findings of Watt et al. that these programs can only be seen as a starting 

point, and have limited influence that is often overshadowed by parental involvement. 

More research is necessary to explore how social and cultural capital can be further 

nourished within these programs, such as the effects of mentorship, including non-

academic activities to foster a community environment, and other factors that can 

promote cognitive shifts in how students envision their path to higher education.   

Focus: Posse Foundation 

 

A college transition program that stands apart from programs like GEAR UP and 

AVID is the Posse program, developed by the Posse Foundation in 1989 (Posse 

Foundation, 2010).  This innovative program partners with 4-year universities to award 

underrepresented, high achieving students with full-ride scholarships that otherwise 

would be unavailable to them. However, these scholarships are awarded not only to the 

individual, but to a ‘posse’ of students from the same schools/districts so that they 

transition in their college environment with a social support system (Posse Foundation, 

2010).  The success rate of Posse is unprecedented, and the founder of Posse Deborah 

Bial was recently awarded a MacArthur “genius innovation” award by President Barack 

Obama for the program’s inclusive approach to student success (The Chronicle of Higher 

Education, 2007).  

 One of the hallmark qualities of the Posse Program that may be missing in other 

programs like AVID or GEAR UP is the attention to how social and cultural factors 

influence student success in their transition into the university system. Much of Watt et 

al.’s criticism of GEAR UP and AVID center around the seeming disconnect between the 

student’s academic focus and their lives outside of school, and the challenge of trying to 
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reach a student at those deeper intersections. Arguably elements of the Posse program 

dive deeper to address those social and cultural elements, allowing students to be 

empowered by their fellow Posse core group, possibly counteracting feelings of 

cultural/racial isolation they may encounter in their college level environment.  
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Conclusions and Discussion 

Social, resource, and cultural capital constructs lend much weight to the issue of 

secondary to post-secondary transitions in the US. In short, these constructs illuminate 

aspects of a student’s life that contribute to access, motivation, and guidance that can 

ultimately make the difference of whether or not a student continues on in his/her 

educational track.  

The idea of college preparation programs helping students ‘build capital’ is not a 

novel approach, however there is a marked need for more research into how students can 

overcome cultural and social barriers they encounter in the higher education transition 

process.  As the Posse Foundation illustrates, there is much to be learned from 

implementing social and team networking as a primary tool for the student, and clearly 

aids in setting the stage for  success in a college environment. Students in historically 

underrepresented communities still have a substantially harder time accessing the college 

track, and arguably increasing the already broad range and scope of college preparation 

programs out there is not the key to solving this issue.  It is possible that the key lies in 

the structure and approach of the college prep programs.  A program which is structured 

to cater to a student from every community is one that considers facets of the student’s 

life that are not simply based on race, scholastic achievement, and/or socio-economic 

status, but focus on the pivotal elements in the home and school environment.  This 

allows for cultural, social, and resource- related differences among students while still 

offering a suitable college preparation framework.  

Programs like the Posse Foundation highlight undercurrents to a student’s 

potential success that consist of more than simply standardized test preparation and high 
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grades. More research is needed at this point to more thoroughly explore transitions from 

secondary to post-secondary school, and how the different capital building theories weigh 

in on the efficacy of college prep programs. 
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Student Interaction within Cultural, Social, and Resource Capital Framework 

(Dies, 2009) 

Individual 

Cultural 
Capital 

Social Capital 

Resource Capital 
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