
Preparing Students 
for College:
What High Schools Are Doing and How Their Actions Influence 

Ninth Graders’ College Attitudes, Aspirations, and Plans  



Introduction
• The U.S. is now 16th out of 36 developed countries in the 

percentage of workers age 25 through 34 who hold a 
postsecondary credential. 1

• Boosting postsecondary educational attainment is crucial in 
order to ensure America’s continued economic 
competitiveness.

• Postsecondary education is also important for the well-being 
of individual citizens: Americans with a Bachelor’s or 
advanced college degree have higher average earnings and 
face lower levels of unemployment than individuals with only 
a high school diploma. 

It is thus essential to facilitate students’ transition from high school to 
postsecondary education. 

1. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). (2011). Education at a Glance 2011: Highlights. Paris: OECD Publishing. 
Retrieved May 17, 2012, from http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/61/5/48631550.pdf.



Research Questions

• What are students' trajectories from the beginning of high 
school into postsecondary education, the workforce, and 
beyond?

• What majors and careers do students decide to pursue 
when, why, and how?

• How do students choose science, technology, engineering, 
and math (STEM) courses, majors, and careers?



Data
High School Longitudinal Study of 2009

• Nationally representative, longitudinal study of over 23,000 9th grade 
students enrolled in 944 public and private schools 

• Follows students through high school, postsecondary education, and 
into the workforce

• Surveyed students, parents, school counselors, school administrators 
and math and science teachers

• Incorporated a mathematics assessment which tested algebra, 
problem-solving, and reasoning skills



High School Longitudinal Study Timeline

Fall 2009
(9th grade)

Math Assessment and Surveys

Spring 2012
(11th grade)

Spring 2013
(12th grade)

Expected High School Graduation

2016

Math Assessment and Surveys

Student/Parent Questionnaire

2021

Follow Up # 4

Follow Up # 5

Expected College Graduation

This report analyzes data collected during the first wave of the study in 2009.



Part I
High Schools’ 
College-Level Offerings and 
Counseling Characteristics



College-Level 
Course Offerings



College-Level Courses, by High School Type
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Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File.



College-Level Courses, by Four-Year College-Going Rate

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Differences that are statistically significant at the .05 level or below are 
indicated using a *. Low, middle, and high categories represent four-year college-going rates of 0-33, 34-67, and 68-100 
percent, respectively.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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College-Level Courses, by School Size
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Percentage of Public Schools Offering AP Courses On Site and 
College-Prep Programs, by Percentage of Students Receiving 

Free or Reduced-price Lunch

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File.



Counselors’ Time 



Median Caseload Per School Counselor, by High School Type 

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Details may not sum to totals due to rounding. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File.
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Median Caseload Per School Counselor,
by Four-Year College-Going Rate

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Low, middle, and high categories represent four-year college-going rates of       
0-33, 34-67, and 68-100 percent, respectively. Details may not sum to totals due to rounding. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Median Caseload Per School Counselor, by School Size

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Due to small sample sizes, caseloads of 0 to 250 and 251 to 350 were combined 
for schools with more than 2,000 students. Details may not sum to totals due to rounding. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Median Counselor Caseload, by High School Characteristics 
High School Characteristic Caseload

School Type

Public 299

Private 106

Four-Year College-Going Rate

Low 261

Middle 323

High 234

School Size

0-500 183

501-1,000 293

1,001-1,500 346

1,501-2,000 391

2,000+ 423

Notes: Low, middle, and high categories represent four-year college-going rates of 0-33, 34-67, and 68-100 percent, 
respectively.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High 
School Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 



Percentage of Time Counseling Staff 
Spent on Various Counseling Activities

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Details may not sum to totals due to rounding. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Percentage of Time Counseling Staff Spent Assisting Students 
with College Readiness, Selection, and Applications, 

by Four-Year College-Going Rate

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Low, middle, and high categories represent four-year college-going rates of 0-
33, 34-67, and 68-100 percent, respectively. Details may not sum to totals due to rounding. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Counselors’ Attitudes



Percentage of Counselors Reporting that their Program’s 
Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary Goals are to Help Students

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Details may not sum to totals due to rounding.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Emphasis Counseling Program Places on Preparing Students 
for Postsecondary Schooling, by Four-Year College-Going Rate

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Low, middle, and high categories represent four-year college-going rates of 0-
33, 34-67, and 68-100 percent, respectively. Due to small sample sizes, "third goal" and "fourth goal" categories were 
combined for high schools with high four-year college-going rates. Details may not sum to totals due to rounding. 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Emphasis Counseling Program Places on Preparing Students for 
Postsecondary Schooling, by Percentage of Hours Counseling Staff Spent on 

College Readiness, Selection, and Applications

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Details may not sum to totals due to rounding. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Percentage of Counselors Who Agreed or Strongly 
Agreed that Counselors at their School:

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Percentage of Counselors Who Agree or Strongly Agree that 
Counselors at their School Have Given Up on Some Students, 

by Four-Year College-Going Rate 

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Low, middle, and high categories represent four-year college-going rates of 0-
33, 34-67, and 68-100 percent, respectively. Details may not sum to totals due to rounding. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Counselors’ Actions



Career or Education Plan Requirements, by High School Type

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Differences that are statistically significant at the .05 level or below are 
indicated using a *.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Career or Education Plan Requirements, 
by Four-Year College-Going Rate

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Differences that are statistically significant at the .05 level or below are 
indicated using a *. Low, middle, and high categories represent four-year college-going rates of 0-33, 34-67, and 68-100 
percent, respectively
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Percentage of Counselors that Report their High School Takes the Following 
Steps to Assist Students with the Transition to College, by High School Type

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Differences that are statistically significant at the .05 level or below are 
indicated using a *. + Also includes programs like Gear Up, AVID, and MESA.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Percentage of Counselors that Report their High School Takes the Following Steps to 
Assist Students with the Transition to College, by Four-Year College-Going Rate

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Differences that are statistically significant at the .05 level or below are 
indicated using a *. + Also includes programs like Gear Up, AVID, and MESA.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 

49

70
77 81

76

89 86

40

79
74

94 97 99 97

27

57
64

90 90 90 94

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Offers college
prep program
like Upward

Bound*+

Organizes
student visits to

colleges

Has program to
encourage

student not
considering

college to do so

Holds
information
session on

transition to
college for
students or

parents

Holds or
participates in
college fairs*

Consults with
postsecondary

reps about
requirements

and
qualifications

Assists students
with finding

financial aid for
college

Low Middle High



Percentage of Counselors that Report their High School Takes the Following Steps to 
Assist Students with the Transition to College, by School Size

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Differences that are statistically significant at the .05 level or below are 
indicated using a *. + Also includes programs like Gear Up, AVID, and MESA.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Percentage of Counselors that Report their High School Takes the Following Steps to 
Assist Students with the Transition to College, 

by Percentage of Hispanic Students in School’s Student Body

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Differences that are statistically significant at the .05 level or below are 
indicated using a *. + Also includes programs like Gear Up, AVID, and MESA.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Percentage of Counselors that Report their High School Takes the Following Steps to 
Assist Students with the Transition to College, by Percentage of Black 

Students in School’s Student Body

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Differences that are statistically significant at the .05 level or below are 
indicated using a *. + Also includes programs like Gear Up, AVID, and MESA.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Students’ Interactions 
with Counselors



Percentage of Students Who Reported 
They Talked About College with:

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Percentage of Students Who Reported They Talk About College 
with their High School Counselor, 

by High School Characteristics

Notes: Estimates are weighted by W1SCHOOL. Low, middle, and high categories represent four-year college-going rates of 0-
33, 34-67, and 68-100 percent, respectively. Differences that are statistically significant at the .05 level or below are indicated 
using a *.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File. 
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Part II
Counseling Characteristics’ 
Role in Ninth Graders’ 
College Attitudes and Plans



Background
• Analysis focused on three outcomes:

– perceptions of affordability
– intention to enroll in a Bachelor’s program
– plans to take the SAT/ACT

• The literature indicates that parents are extremely influential in shaping 
students’ attitudes, aspirations, and college plans.2 

– Students with parents who have a Bachelor’s or advanced degree are significantly more 
likely to enroll in college. High schools’ counseling programs may thus have less of an 
impact on such students. 

– Counseling programs have the potential to be the most beneficial for students whose 
parents do not have a Bachelor’s degree. 

• Outcomes for the general student population as well as “first-generation 
college students” were both analyzed.

2. Bozick, R., and Lauff, E. (2007) Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002): A First Look at the Initial Postsecondary Experiences of the High 
School Sophomore Class of 2002 (NCES 2008-308). US Department of Education. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics.



Students’ Perceptions 
of College Affordability



The following had a positive 
and significant effect on 
students’ perceptions of 
affordability :

Logistic Regression Results:
Students’ Perception of College Affordability

• school type
• student’s Spring 2009 

standardized math score
• student’s race/ethnicity 
• parents’ highest degree 

attained

Notes: First-generation college students include those who do not have a parent 
who has attained a bachelor's degree Estimates are weighted by W1PARENT. 
p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National 
Center for Education Statistics. High School Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year 
Survey Restricted Use File.



Logistic Regression Results:
First-Generation Students’ Perception of College Affordability

The following had a significant 
effect on first-generation 
students’ perceptions of 
affordability:

• percentage of hours counseling 
staff spent on college 
counseling

• school type
• student’s Spring 2009 

standardized math score
• parents’ having at least 

Bachelor’s degree aspirations 
for their child

• parents’ highest degree 
attained

Notes: First-generation college students include those who do not have a parent who has attained a 
bachelor's degree  Estimates are weighted by W1PARENT. p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education 
Statistics. High School Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File.



Students’ Plans to 
Enroll in a Bachelor’s 
Degree Program



The following had a significant 
effect on students’ plans to 
enroll in a Bachelor’s degree 
program:

Logistic Regression Results:
Students’ Plans to Enroll in a Bachelor’s Degree Program

• counselor caseload
• student spoke with school counselor 

about college
• family member spoke with school 

counselor about college
• school type
• student’s Spring 2009 standardized 

math score
• sex
• parents’ having at least Bachelor’s 

degree aspirations for their child
• parents’ highest degree attained Notes: First-generation college students include those who do not have a parent 

who has attained a bachelor's degree Estimates are weighted by W1PARENT.
p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National 
Center for Education Statistics. High School Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year 
Survey Restricted Use File.



Logistic Regression Results:
First-Generation Students’ Plans Immediately

After High School Graduation
The following had a 
significant effect on first-
generation students’ 
plans to enroll in a 
Bachelor’s degree 
program:

• student spoke with school 
counselor about college

• family member spoke with 
school counselor about college

• school type
• student’s Spring 2009 

standardized math score
• sex
• parental expectations

Notes: First-generation college students include those who do not have a parent who has attained a 
bachelor's degree  Estimates are weighted by W1PARENT. p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education 
Statistics. High School Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File.



Students’ SAT/ACT
Test-Taking Plans



The following had a significant 
effect on students’ intentions 
to take the SAT or ACT :

Logistic Regression Results: Students’ 
SAT/ACT Test-Taking Plans

• student speaking with 
school counselor about 
college

• student’s Spring 2009 
standardized math score 

Notes: First-generation college students include those who do not have a parent 
who has attained a bachelor's degree Estimates are weighted by W1PARENT.
p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National 
Center for Education Statistics. High School Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year 
Survey Restricted Use File.



Logistic Regression Results:
First-Generation Students’ SAT/ACT Test-Taking Plans

The following had a 
significant effect on first-
generation students’ 
intentions to take the SAT 
or ACT:

• student speaking with 
counselor about college

• school’s four-year college-going 
rate

• student’s Spring 2009 
standardized math score

Notes: First-generation college students include those who do not have a parent who has attained a 
bachelor's degree.  Estimates are weighted by W1PARENT. p<.1, * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education 
Statistics. High School Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File.



Notes: First-generation college students include those who do not have a parent who has attained a bachelor's degree. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. High School 
Longitudinal Study of 2009, Base Year Survey Restricted Use File.

Summary of Significant Predictors of First-Generation 
College Student’s College Attitudes and Plans
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