In a society founded on the assumption that all men are created equal, little progress has been made in assuring equality in education.  There are large disparities in educational opportunities among people from different backgrounds.  While sociologists once struggled to explain these disparities using social, economic, and cultural factors, no one criterion could fully explain the reason for these differences in opportunity.  In the early 1960s sociologist Pierre Bourdieu developed the concepts of “cultural” and “social” capital, in addition to economic capital, to explain the phenomenon of inequality in education.  In doing so, Bourdieu redefined the ideas of both capital and culture in the minds of sociologists.  By viewing culture as a resource to produce social betterment, each component of one’s self contributes to one’s ability to access valuable societal resources such as private schooling, college counseling and tutoring.  Examples of social capital include academic credentials, material possessions and position in society.

The concepts of social and cultural capital have large implications for the United States education system.  The way in which the U.S. education system is structured creates a self-perpetuating cycle that makes upward mobility extremely difficult for those with less capital.  A person in an area with less social and cultural capital is likely to attend a public school that has less capital.  Due to its small amount of economic capital, a family destined to attend such a school would be unable to pay to move to a neighborhood with better schools, or to pay to send children to private school.  This low-capital school would have less money from property taxes than a school from an area with more capital, and would therefore have fewer resources to spend on its students.  It would not have the ability to finance AP courses, college counselors, extra-curricular activities, or art programs, and so would graduate students who are still of low social and cultural capital relative to graduates from better endowed schools.  These students would be at a disadvantage in comparison with students possessing greater capital, and would be out-competed for spots in elite universities and colleges, continuing to make gaining capital difficult.
In 2004, an article was published comparing the performance of students who had attended private high schools to those who had attended public high schools at Ball State University, a university chosen specifically for its nationally average academic standards.  It was found that private schooling, an advantage that both produces and is acquired through social and cultural capital, produced higher GPAs among university students.  But what role did Ball State’s academic standards play in fostering disparity? Would similar results be seen at a more competitive college or university?
Historically the student body at elite colleges such as Amherst has been predominantly made up of individuals with high social and cultural capital.  Amherst represents the embodiment of a recent movement against this homogeneity. As Amherst has expanded its mission of diversity to include socioeconomic status, the school population has changed to include a larger number of students with less social and cultural capital.  This model, though different from many peer institutions, has not affected the preparedness of Amherst’s graduates.  Although Amherst produces social and cultural capital, and while all students graduate similarly prepared, we must ask whether differences in background lead to different experiences upon arrival at the College.  The different experiences that students from different backgrounds bring to their transition into college can have significant implications in the ways in which the college must serve its diverse population.

As students from different racial and socioeconomic backgrounds share in the pursuit of an Amherst education, the different opportunities they possessed before their arrival at the College play a significant role in their adjustment to life at Amherst.  The rigor and quality of education provided by each student’s high school leads to differences in the amount and type of schoolwork that students are accustomed to doing.  Resources available to students through their high schools and their families’ economic and social capital affect students’ knowledge of how to use the resources made available by Amherst and their comfort with seeking help.  Idiosyncrasies that mark social and cultural differences within the student population can play a large role in students’ willingness to speak up in the classroom and confidence in their own abilities.  We believe that using race insofar as it correlates with socioeconomic status, socioeconomic status itself and the type of high school attended, as measurements of social and cultural capital, we will be able to detect differences in initial college preparedness as measured by GPA and time spent on academic work. However, we suspect that these differences will even out by graduation.
Background
Race


Certain minorities in today’s society tend to have less social and cultural capital. Statistically, Hispanic and Black students perform below White and Asian students in the classroom.
  However, race in and of itself is not a disadvantage in the classroom—neither the color of your skin nor the country of your ancestry affects your ability to learn.  However, two other factors that are currently inseparable from race are disadvantages in the classroom: class and culture.


There is obvious segregation in our nation’s school system that exists both between and within high schools.
  Stratification takes place within schools as minority students are underrepresented in honors tracks and overrepresented in remedial tracks.
  Furthermore, because of the correlation between certain minorities and low socioeconomic status, poorer schools are more likely to have higher concentrations of Black and Hispanic students.  These students are then put at a further disadvantage, because a homogenous school, for instance a homogenously black school, tends to correlate with poorer quality education.  Students at diverse or white schools are more likely to be taught by qualified teachers, to experience a concentrated academic environment, to have access to resources, and to be in an environment in which college attendance is encouraged, relative to students attending mostly minority schools.  Students coming from racially balanced schools showed higher performance on standardized testing and were more likely to attend college.
  Therefore, it would seem that being a minority and having attended a mostly minority school would be disadvantageous in college.  This seems to be the case, as studies show that minorities who grow up “in a segregated environment were less prepared academically and socially for college life” even when having been admitted and enrolled in an elite college.
 

There are strong ties between culture and race.  In a society in which it could be said that the educational system was designed primarily by white men, and where curricula are generally designed and implemented by the majority, it is to a student’s advantage to be a part of that majority.  This would seem to be at least partially because “fitting in” is an important factor in being capable of excelling in school.  Satisfaction with relationships on campus strongly correlate with retention rates for black students, but not white students, at college.

 Furthermore, being “different” can hinder a student’s ability to achieve in school.  Minority students who had “minority ideologies” and reported having a high “racial centrality” had lower GPAs than students who were less racially centered.  This means that more mainstream minority students perform better than minority students who preserve their culture.
 

Much of this correlation between race and underperformance can be attributed to the strong correlation between race and poverty.  Those who identify as Hispanic or Black are significantly overrepresented among the poor, with poverty levels twice that of whites.
  This makes social class unavoidably relevant when analyzing academic achievement as it relates to race.  Being Hispanic or Black makes you more likely to be poor, being poor makes you more likely to live in a poor, mostly minority neighborhood, and living in a poor neighborhood means you are likely to attend a high school that imbues you with less social and cultural capital than a wealthier school.  While race impacts culture and “fitting in,” which seem to affect academic performance, the strong connection between race and socioeconomic status makes race itself a secondary factor in that its impact on education comes mainly from its strong correlation with an extremely relevant measurement of social capital—social class.
Class


Economic status affects the clothes you wear, the food you eat, and perhaps most notably, the way you are raised.  By conducting in-depth case studies of children from different socioeconomic backgrounds, Annette Lareau discovered a large difference in the parenting styles of the upper and upper middle classes as compared with the lower class.  Lareau explained that children from higher-income families are raised in an environment that fosters “concerted cultivation,” which aims to prepare children for the workforce even at an early age.  This form of parenting involves engaging a child both academically and socially within the home, as well as instilling in the child a sense of confidence in his or her personal abilities and worthiness to be taken seriously.  Contrarily, children from families with lower income tend to raise their children using the idea that Lareau calls “natural growth,” which leaves education to schools and focuses more on discipline.  These opposing styles of parenting cause children from different socioeconomic backgrounds to form distinct understandings of themselves and their positions in society.  While children raised with concerted cultivation are led to understand that their ideas and beliefs are important, children raised with natural growth are left without this reassurance.


Another way in which socioeconomic status affects the different experiences of childhood is through a child’s opportunity to engage in extracurricular activities.  Children from low-income families are less likely than children from higher-income families to be involved in organized activities outside of school.  After-school activities require time, money and commitment that can be difficult for families with less economic capital.  Financially struggling parents who work long or odd hours are less likely to have the job flexibility needed to take their child to practice or the funds to support a child’s interest in a sport, musical instrument etc.  While children who participate in these activities gain social and cultural capital by learning dedication to a team or group, forming relationships with children their age, developing skills, and gaining confidence to perform in high-pressure situations such as in an important game or concert, children who are unable to engage in these activities miss out on these opportunities for gaining capital.
  Parents from low income brackets are also less likely to pay for personal tutoring, ACT or SAT prep courses and other academic resources for their children.  These extracurricular activities and extra resources can increase children’s likelihood of being admitted to college and therefore open the doors to more opportunities to gain cultural capital.

While upper-middle class families often seem to be organized around a child’s pursuit of higher education, many children in lower-income families struggle with the question of whether or not they can afford to continue their education.  Students from high-income families are far more likely than their low-income counterparts to see college as the inevitable next step after high school graduation.  Meanwhile, low-income families are more likely to see college as a debt than an investment and may not consider it a feasible option.  In a study of the college choices of high school graduates in Texas who were in the top 10 percent of their class and therefore received full tuition by the state, it was found that students who received full financial aid to any state school were more likely to enroll in a more prestigious four-year college within the state than those of the same high-school class rank who did not receive aid.  This suggests that the financial burden of attending a four-year college impacts students’ decision of whether or not to enroll in a more rigorous program.

While income plays a large role in whether or not a child will pursue a college education, another factor that influences students’ enrollment and success in college is his or her parents’ level of education.  Rising college students with college-educated parents have an advantage over others in that they are more likely to have been exposed to the vocabulary, ideas and culture present on a college campus.
  Also, because these students likely planned to attend college from an early age, they are more likely to finish their degree.  Students whose parents did not finish college may not have as strong feelings about receiving a college diploma and are therefore less likely to graduate from college if they do enroll.


  The difference in the education expectations of students from high- and low-income families makes the transition to college even more difficult for low-income students.  Students from low-income backgrounds, and particularly those whose parents did not attend college, often worry about their ability to articulate their ideas, as well as perceived deficiencies in grammar and vocabulary.
  Students who have college-educated parents can look to them for support both academically and in understanding the difficulties of being in a new environment.  While attending college serves as an opportunity for all students to gain social and cultural capital, students from low-income families often feel a disconnect between their upbringing in a low-income family and the new resources that causes their social and cultural capital to skyrocket.  This disconnect causes first-generation college student to feel distant from their less-educated parents and isolated from their more easily adjusted peers.
  This feeling of isolation has been linked to underperforming academically.  Positive relationships with classmates and feelings of belongingness are strongly associated with high levels of academic achievement.


Family income continues to affect students beyond the transition period to college insofar as money serves to facilitate continuing one’s studies.  Students from higher-income families can chose a career path that requires a graduate degree or a period of little financial reward, while those from low-income families are unable to pursue such goals.  As families with low income view a child’s enrollment in college as an expense rather than an asset, graduate school is considered to be even less of an option.  Students from low-income backgrounds generally acquire a significant amount of debt during their college years and therefore plan to begin paying off rather than extending that debt after graduation.


Though unequal opportunities to continue education affect students’ plans for after college graduation, many students from low-income families never even consider enrolling in a four-year college.  Families with little economic capital usually cluster in neighborhoods of people with similar incomes.  These families generally send their children to the area’s public school which is funded by the property taxes of those living in the surrounding, low-income neighborhood.  As a result of this system, schools in low-income neighborhoods receive significantly less funding than those in areas with higher-income residents.  Families from these low-income neighborhoods cannot afford to send their children to private school or to move to better school district.  Well-funded public schools and private schools are able to provide many more resources to their students such as better libraries, smaller and more advanced-level classes, more experienced teachers and college-bound education tracks.
  While children from higher income areas gain significant benefits from their high school’s resources, low income students miss out on this opportunity to gain social and cultural capital.
High School

One way in which economic capital can be converted to social or cultural capital is through investment in education.  Giving a student an advantage in the quality or selectiveness of their education, either real or perceived, can serve as a springboard to a position of higher social capital.  For example, entering an elite college like Amherst College can be greatly aided by a more rigorous childhood education as a form of social capital, amassed from as early as attending an elite preschool.  According to the Princeton Review, 61 percent of the Amherst Freshman class attended public school—a clear majority.
  However, this must be viewed globally.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics, only 11 percent of American students attend private school.
  Attending private school and applying to Amherst College gives students the comfort of knowing that they are applying to be part of a group that disproportionately represents private school students by almost 400 percent.  Furthermore, certain private schools have historic relationships with elite colleges, Harvard-Westlake, an elite private school in California, has a special relationship with Wesleyan College, and elite private schools such as Exeter, Groton, and Saint Paul’s historically have sent up to two thirds of their graduating class to Harvard, Princeton and Yale.


Private school students are largely aided by the large number of resources available to them in high school, relative to public school students.  Private schools likely have better funding to buy resources such as computers, provide enriching classes such as AP classes or art, and can afford to provide their students with the smaller class sizes and individual attention that public schools often sacrifice to make ends meet.  Small classes in particular have proven to provide huge academic benefits, particularly for low-income and minority students.
  Furthermore, a smaller population of failing students often allows private schools to work outside some of the intense pressure of “No Child Left Behind” to pass all of their students. Through this, private school teachers are able to assign more work and assume students will rise to the occasion, rather than slow to save those drowning in the work.  The average eighth grade student at a private school spends significantly more time doing homework than his or her public school counterpart.
  Private schools are also often able to provide more individualized aid for the college application process.  These advantages create dividends—students from private schools have higher SAT and AP scores.
  All of this—the focus on art, the personal attention from teachers, the more challenging classes, and the larger workload, create social and cultural capital that may give these students an edge in adjusting to Amherst College.  These private school students would be mentally prepared to do more work, and would have more developed homework time-management skills, as well as a work ethic that public school graduates may lack.


There is, however, some debate over whether attending private school prior to college provide significant benefits.  Most notably, a longitudinal study performed by the Center of Education Policy (CEP) finds that college enrollment and special standardized testing scores are equal between private and public schools, and that private schools only give an advantage in terms of SAT scores.
  This difference in SAT scores does not seem to appear the case at Amherst College, however, due to the relative narrow range of SAT scores accepted  This would suggest that at Amherst College, standardized test scores are similar regardless of high school type, but that college enrollment for the application pool over-represents private school students.  There is also evidence that the type of high school attended does not affect college retention rate.
  Also, the CEP article concludes there is no difference in the job satisfaction between graduates of private school and public school at age 26.
  This, however, is an extremely subjective way of measuring success of school type.  Furthermore, the CEP results are controlled for social class, while in reality students of higher socioeconomic status are disproportionately represented at private high schools.  Lastly, there is evidence that private school students are imbued with higher aspirations—a Vermont and New Hampshire study finds that private school students were 50 percent more likely to have “always” known they would attend college and 40 percent more likely to want to attend college outside of their home state.

Quantitative Analysis

Class
There are many alarming problems with the availability of higher education within the United States.  Class and race both play strong roles in not only the quality of education received, but also on a student’s ability to pursue his or her education beyond high school.  Income correlates strongly with the level of education a student is able to achieve.  According to the National Opinion Research Center (NORC), being of “low” income makes you twice as likely to have not graduated high school as compared to “middle” income students, and almost nine times less likely to have not graduated high school as “high” income students (P <.01).
  This calculation was established by cross-tabulating survey data from NORC’s 2006 survey of almost four thousand former students by education and income.  There is a clear trend in that higher incomes correlate to higher levels of education.

Education, shown here to be a product of income, proves to be an important asset of cultural capital.  Therefore, American children born into wealthier families have a much higher probability of successfully graduating high school or receiving a college education, which would in turn give them a higher income.  That is to say, this data can be interpreted in two ways—that poorer students achieve less in school, and that those who achieve less in school become poor.  These students of higher income would also be more likely than low-income students to be receiving a quality education within their high school.  This highlights the importance of education in an increasingly competitive workplace.  For example, students’ families making more money increases their chance of having taken a high school science courses in the fields of biology, chemistry, or physics, respectively (P<.01).
  This education can also be taken for a measurement of preparation for college—poorer students are less likely to have been adequately prepared to take college level classes.

	EDUCATION      by      INCOME

	
	LOW
	MIDDLE
	HIGH
	Missing
	TOTAL

	NO HS GRAD
	390
	198
	53
	140
	641

	
	34.00%
	14.30%
	4.00%
	
	16.60%

	HS GRAD
	335
	415
	279
	175
	1029

	
	29.20%
	30.00%
	20.90%
	
	26.60%

	COLL EDUC
	421
	770
	1005
	318
	2196

	
	36.70%
	55.70%
	75.20%
	
	56.80%

	Missing
	4
	3
	0
	4
	11

	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	1146
	1383
	1337
	637
	3866

	
	100.00%
	100.00%
	100.00%
	
	 



This national trend in education and income has some important implications for Amherst College.  While Amherst’s rigorous standards make it highly unlikely that students who have not received some sort of quality education would be accepted to the College, it is worth noting that income may have affected the resources that students had access to before arriving at the College.  This would suggest that schools in poorer areas, or with students from poorer families attend, would likely have fewer resources than wealthier schools.  This data was found to be independent of race, meaning that regardless of race, income affected a student’s highest level of total education and the likelihood of a student’s having taken a science class (with the latter being used as an indicator of college-preparedness).


	HSBIO      by      CLASS?

	Weight Variable:    OVERSAMP

	
	LOWER
	WORKING
	MID/Upper
	Missing
	TOTAL

	Yes
	77
	612
	739
	6
	1428

	
	73.30%
	79.10%
	83.10%
	
	80.80%

	No
	28
	162
	150
	5
	340

	
	26.70%
	20.90%
	16.90%
	
	19.20%

	Missing
	86
	580
	537
	1528
	2721

	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	105
	774
	889
	1529
	1768

	
	100.00%
	100.00%
	100.00%
	
	


Race

Race also seems to play an important role in education opportunity in the United States.  Race in and of itself is an important factor in determining the level of education a child is likely to achieve.  A cross-tabulation of race and highest degree of education shows that white students are significantly more likely than black students to graduate high school, and are also significantly more likely to graduate from college (P<.01).
  Based on this data, there are also inhibiting factors on cultural capital based on race.  It would at first seem to suggest that being of a minority makes it less likely for someone to be able to attain a higher level of education.  However, there is a possibility that this data is skewed by a third factor.  For example, since non-white racial groups have higher rates of poverty than whites, it could be that race is only a factor insofar as black students are more likely to also be poor, which would make income the determining factor.  In fact, the above data about income (controlled for race) would seem to suggest this.  Survey data confirmed that minorities are significantly more likely to be of lower class than whites.  When a second cross-tabulation combined with the above data about race and education with a control for income, it was found that there was no statistically significant relationship between race and the highest education degree earned (P<.01).  

This data is extremely important to this particular project in that it suggests that race, while a factor in performance, is only so because of income inequalities.  Therefore, social class would be a more important factor in our project than race would be, and race would only be a source of spuriousness on effects actually caused by income.  In short, class (as measured by income), but not race, effects education.  Race would appear to be a factor only in so far as it is affected by class, but is not in and of itself a factor.


	RACE      by      DEGREE

	Weight Variable:    OVERSAMP

	
	NOT H.S.
	HIGH SCH.
	College
	DON'T KNOW
	TOTAL

	WHITE
	258
	1141
	834
	1
	2234

	
	11.50%
	51.10%
	37.30%
	0.00%
	100.00%

	BLACK
	68
	212
	97
	0
	377

	
	18.00%
	56.20%
	25.70%
	0.00%
	100.00%

	OTHER
	38
	82
	81
	0
	201

	
	18.90%
	40.80%
	40.30%
	0.00%
	100.00%

	TOTAL
	364
	1435
	1012
	1
	2812

	
	12.90%
	51.00%
	36.00%
	0.00%
	


High School

The relationship between race and class is more intricate than this, however.  Black students attending mostly black schools, regardless of income, were more likely than black students attending mostly white schools to attain a higher degree of education (P>.01).
  This speaks to important disparities between schools, which is an important component in this project.  One of the primary hypotheses in this experiment is that the type of high school attended is an important indicator of cultural capital, and that students from poorer high schools will be less prepared, academically, for Amherst College and therefore be (at least initially) at a disadvantage relative to students who gained greater cultural capital from their high schools.  

	RACE H.SCH      by      EDUCATION

	
	NO HS GRAD
	HS GRAD
	COLL EDUC
	Missing
	TOTAL

	ALL BLACK
	36
	14
	15
	0
	65

	
	55.40%
	21.50%
	23.10%
	
	100.00%

	MOSTLY WHT
	7
	15
	20
	0
	42

	
	16.70%
	35.70%
	47.60%
	
	100.00%

	Missing
	12095
	15580
	22386
	145
	50206

	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	43
	29
	35
	145
	107


Methodology

We began our study of the Amherst College population by analyzing the data collected from the 2006 senior survey which was administered by the College to the entire graduating class.  This sample included the entire population of the senior class and therefore got rid of the issue of representativeness—by having the whole graduating class, even the relatively small numbers students falling under certain demographics was a non-issue.  Using this data set we were able to examine the ways in which students’ GPAs and time spent on work correlated with their self-identified race, family income and parents’ highest level of education.  Although the analysis of this data provided important information for our study, the senior survey provided no information on the type of high school that each student attended, nor did it show changes in time spent studying and GPA over time.  

To further understand the way in which race, socioeconomic status and type of high school impact performance at Amherst College we used Survey Monkey to create and administer our own questionnaire.  Our survey included demographic questions taken verbatim from the Senior survey such as race and family income, as well as a request for each participants’ class-year, the type of high school they attended, and the frequency of their use of on-campus resources such as the Writing Center, the Quantitative Center, professors’ office hours, the reference librarians, teaching assistants and academic peer mentors.  We also included an abridged version of the time distribution question from the senior survey so that we could observe any changes in study habits over the four-year period.

 We administered our survey via email to every fourth student on an alphabetical list of the Amherst College population.  Each participant received an initial email explaining that he or she was invited to participate in an anonymous survey regarding changes in study habits of Amherst College students.  The initial email was followed by two reminders to complete the survey.  We have no reason to believe that this method of selecting participants would create a bias in our sample.  

We acknowledge that our data could be affected by self-selection bias.  A large number of participants (18 percent) chose not to respond to the question of family income.  We suspect that low-income students would be less likely to respond to this question so as not to feel as if their responses will represent their group.  Though the same could be said in suspecting that minorities would have been less likely to indicate their race, less than 6 percent chose not to respond.  It is also possible that students who are more studious may have been more willing to take a survey regarding study habits which would give us an over sample of student who are more academically focused.  While it is also possible that students who feel overwhelmed by spending a lot of time on schoolwork would be less likely to spend time on a survey, most participants fall in the two categories marking the most time spent on work.  Although this rules out the possibility of an over-sample of students who study less, it creates a ceiling affect on time spent of studying which could impact our findings.  

Inaccurate self-reports of GPA could also impact our findings.  Although only nine responders chose not to report their overall GPA it is possible that some participants reported higher GPAs than they actually have.  Freshman GPAs were disregarded altogether, as these students have not received grades on a complete semester at this point.  Students in previous surveys have been known to over-report their GPA.  While grade inflation could account for the large number of high GPAs reported, the number of participants reporting A and A- GPAs (54 percent) is still notably higher than expected.  Furthermore, the small variance resulting from grade inflation makes the data less distinct, making even statistically significant differences relatively small.


While our survey allowed us to better understand how race, socioeconomic status, and type of high school attended affect how study habits and academic performance change throughout college, we felt that interviews would give us greater insight into the experiences that students from different backgrounds have in transitioning to Amherst.  We interviewed six students in their freshman through junior years of college who attended various high school types and were of different races and family incomes.  Within our participant group we controlled for each variable that we wished to examine by comparing the responses of interviewees who shared two of our three variables.  By being able to control for each of the three variables—class, race, and high school type—we were able to compare people by single-variable differences.  All participants were assured that they would remain anonymous.  Interviews lasted from 15-30 minutes and were recorded to insure accurate reporting.  Participants were asked specific questions regarding the size, racial and socioeconomic composition, resources, and teaching styles of their high schools.  They were then asked to identify any ways in which these factors affected their adjustment to college.  Participants were also asked to discuss their adjustment to college in terms of workload, expectations and time management.  Finally, they were asked about their participation in class and level of comfort in the classroom during their first few months at the College and now.  Overall the interviews were very successful.  They allowed us to better understand more circumstantial factors that lead to different adjustment periods and to obtain qualitative data supporting our hypothesis that high school type and socioeconomic status prolong students’ academic transition to college.  

Results

Amherst Class of 2006 Senior Survey Results
For analyzing statistical significance, an alpha value of .10 was chosen.  This was done for several reasons.  First, since there is little overall variance due to grade inflation, it was deemed that a slightly looser alpha value than the traditional .05 would detect more subtle differences in the variances calculated.  Each test described below for the senior survey uses this P value, and was calculated either by cross-tabulation or a 2-Way ANOVA.

There were observed effects of a student’s income and race on their work ethics.  Students from families earning between $25,000 and $75,000 per year spend notably less time on course-related work than students whose families made less than $25,000(F(19,324)=1.671, MSE = 2.459 P <.05).
  Despite this finding, there are no significant patterns in our data that suggest correlation between income and amount of time spent on coursework.  According to the overall averages, Hispanic students report working an average of approximately 5 hours each week on coursework, black students report working an average of 6-10 hours each week, and white students report working an average of 8-12 hours each week.
  However, despite all this, the analysis of the impact of race on work ethic concluded this data was not statistically significant.  There was, however, a statistically significant interaction effect.  When family income and race were combined, there was a difference in the amount of time spent on work (F(19,324)=1.671, MSE = 2.459 P <.10).
  This interaction effect of race and family income lead to notable differences in the amount of time students spend on course-related work, based on a combination of their race and social class, here measured by family income.  Black students who come from families that make less than $25,000 per year spend an average of 16-20 hours per week working, as opposed to 6-10 hours on average spent on work by white students from families making $75,000-$150,000 per year.  However, because of this interaction effect, the trend reverses as income increases, meaning white students whose families make over $150,000 spend significantly more time on their coursework than Black or Hispanic students of the same income.  Therefore, according to the analysis, Black and Hispanic students who also come from lower income families spend more time on their work than white students, whereas minority students from higher income families spend less time relative to white students.

Our data also showed significant correlation between GPA and each race and income.  Hispanic students, on average, report a cumulative GPA of a B+ upon graduation opposed to the average GPA of an A- reported by white students.  Black students averaged a lower cumulative GPA than both whites and Hispanics (B-).
  While race alone was a significant predictor of students’ cumulative GPA, race and income combined showed an interaction effects on a student’s grades, particularly those of Black students.  Black students with higher income were more likely to have stronger grades than Black low-income students.
 

While the relationship between either time spent on coursework or GPA showed no significant correlation with income, parental education, another indicator of social class, provided important data.  Students having at least one parent with a college degree report a significantly higher GPA than those whose parents never attended college (F(4,287)=1.750, MSE=.674, P<.10, F(4,287)=1.361, MSE=.666, P<.10).
  The GPA of those whose parents attended college was roughly three percentage points higher than those who did not (in this case, the difference between a B+ and an A-).  Despite this, however, there was no significant difference between the two groups (those with college-educated parents and those without) as to time spent studying.

As expected, there was a positive relationship between time spent on work and cumulative GPA (F(8,318)=1.735, MSE=6.40, P<.10).
  Students who spend less than 6 hours per week on coursework report having significantly lower grades than students who work over 6 hours per week.  However, the benefits of spending more hours on coursework even out for students who work more than 10 hours per week.

Our Survey Results

All tests using our survey were performed with the same .10 level of significance. All analyses using our survey’s results were conducted using cross-tabulations of the data collected from our Survey-Monkey survey.
Based on the data collected, many of the trends for the class of 2006 were still present in the current population.  However, there were some key insights found.  While race is a statistically significant factor on one’s grades, this is only the case for the sophomore class (the freshman data was discarded, as they haven’t received a semester’s grades as of yet) (P<.10).
 After sophomore year, the differences based on race even out.  This would suggest that the differences in overall GPA noted in the senior survey were primarily the result of differences created within the first two years at Amherst College.  Furthermore, race affected the amount of resources students used.  Nonwhite sophomore, junior, and senior students were more likely to use on campus academic resources than were white students (P<.10).


As with the senior survey, our survey found no correlation between GPA and class as measured by family income, for most students (P>.10).  However, analyzing sophomores, it was found that sophomores who come from upper class families, as classified by their family’s income being over $75,000, spend significantly less time doing work for class (P<.10).  
  Students with higher incomes according to this test typically spent 16-20 hours doing work each week, while the lower class students reported spending over 20 hours on class work each week.  This difference, again, disappeared after sophomore year.  Students with an extremely low family income ($25,000 or less) were much more likely to take advantage of on campus academic resources than were students of higher incomes (P<.10).


There were no significant differences in reported GPA based on the type of high school attended (P>.10).  There was, however, a significant difference in the amount of time spent doing class work based on high school type for the freshman class (P<.10).
   This difference was no longer statistically significant for students in at least sophomore year.  Further, there was a difference in the amount of time spent doing class work based on high school type among the freshman class (p<.10).  Freshman from public schools spent an average of over twenty hours doing class work each week, whereas private high school students, now freshmen, spent 16-20.  There were also important differences in the amount of resources students took advantage of based on their high school type—underclassmen public school students were more likely to have taken advantage of on-campus academic resources than student who attended non-religious private high schools.  This data, while not statistically significant (P=.13) is worth noting.

Discussion

Race

As our results show, the impacts of race were similar to those of class.  While nonwhite students did have lower GPAs, there is little evidence to suggest that race in and of itself was a significant contributor to academic performance.  The ways in which race did impact GPA and time spent on courses had mostly evened out by junior year, which suggests that the initial disparity could be a result of different resources available to minority students before college.  In fact, that seemed to be the case in that non-whites took greater advantage of resources on campus, perhaps to compensate for the disparity of resources before their arrival to the College.  Our findings also confirm prior research which suggests that minority students are much more likely to be from low-income backgrounds.  Race therefore, it seems, is only important insofar as it correlates with being of a lower socioeconomic class, which is much more important in predicting academic performance.

Class


In accordance with prior findings, our findings suggest that socioeconomic status impacts students’ transition to college.  While socioeconomic status as measured by income of those contributing to a student’s college education has no impact on GPA according to the senior survey, there is an interaction effect between race and income on time spent studying.  Higher income, nonwhite students spend less time studying than their white counterparts, whereas lower income non-white students spend more time than white students of similar income.  Within race, it is advantageous to come from a higher socioeconomic background, as these students report higher GPAs.  Furthermore, using parents’ education as a measurement of class, having a parent who had graduated college significantly predicted higher grades.  


Our survey data essentially suggests that students of lower income, particularly minority students, spend more time on work as underclassmen than higher income students.  Students whose families made less than $75,000 per year did significantly more work than higher income students.  One student from a family earning less than $25,000 per year expressed this difference in workload.  However her particular situation was mediated by the increasing free time that she experienced as a college student.  “I have more work here at Amherst College, but in high school I think it was more difficult because in my household I had a lot of responsibilities.”
  The differences are essentially an issue of preparation—students who have higher economic (and therefore likely more social or cultural) capital are better prepared for the workload they receive at Amherst, and therefore do not experience the initial learning curve shown by lower income students.  


In addition to adjusting to the amount of work that they receive in college, many low-income students are faced with self-doubt as they enter the classroom.  Perhaps this accounts for the initial disparity and increased learning curve, relative to other students.  One student from a low-income background expressed her own experience overcoming this fear of inadequacy:

I was very intimidated in the classroom, definitely, because a lot of people around me didn’t come from the same socioeconomic background as I did.  … I felt like I wasn’t as smart or on par as most people but I guess that was my own fear.  I knew what I was talking about.  It was just my own fear that kept me from speaking.

Low-income students, who over time gain confidence in their academic abilities relative to higher-income students, have greater academic success after their initial adjustment to college.  

Similar to minority students, students at the greatest socioeconomic disadvantage take greatest advantage of on-campus resources, potentially compensating for disparities in preparation, and possibly accounting for the closing of the gap as these students move on to their sophomore, junior and senior years.

High School

Private high school, which facilitates additional social capital, affected the amount of time spent on work, but less so than income.  Only freshman were effected by their high school type in terms of the amount of time they spent doing coursework, with former private high school students spending less time than their public school counterparts.  One first-year student at Amherst who attended a poorly funded public school noted that he has far more work in college than he did in high school.  Here again on-campus resources seemed to serve as a mediator of the disparity—underclass former public school students used more on-campus resources at Amherst than their private school peers.  One student explained that in high school, “I didn’t have the attention or the preparation that [private school] kids had.”
  This seemed to be a common theme among the former public school students interviewed.  While one student from a poorly-funded public high school noted that her school offered no formal academic support outside of the classroom, another student from a relatively well-funded public high school said that she did not consider using out-of-class resources while in high school, but found herself in need of help upon arriving to Amherst:  

When I came here I wanted to be an English major because I did really well in English in high school and then I got here and, oh, everyone is good at English and I suck at writing papers, and now I need to go to the writing center all the time.

Accounts such as these, as well as the data collected in our survey showing that students from public schools as opposed to non-religious private schools are more likely to take advantage of on-campus resources in their first year of college, would suggest that the resources available at private high schools gave these students an advantage over students entering Amherst from public schools.  The fact that graduates of public schools tend to use on-campus resources more frequently only in their first year and also seem to improve academically (as measured by GPA and time spent on work) suggest that these resources effectively minimize the disadvantages public school students face upon their arrival at college.  

Implications


In accordance with our hypothesis, class and high school types as measures of social and cultural capital are important predictors of a student’s academic success in his or her first year at Amherst College.  Race is important in that it correlates strongly with class, and so serves as more of a predictor than an actual causative factor.  Students with less social and cultural capital spend more time doing work initially, and receive worse grades when combined with minority status.  However, these effects seem to have disappeared by junior year, and the disparities noted in the senior survey appear to be remnants of disparities accumulated through the first two years of school at Amherst College.

The results of this study show that Amherst College has largely succeeded in its mission to create a socioeconomically diverse student body while still upholding rigorous academic standards.  The evening out of academic differences based on disparities in social or cultural capital show that Amherst’s resources supplement many deficiencies students may have based on relatively fewer opportunities or resources prior to arriving at Amherst.  Ultimately, it creates a level playing field, and provides social and cultural capital to its graduates regardless of differences they may have had upon entrance.  Furthermore, the resources provided on campus seem to serve as a means for students who struggle with the adjustment to Amherst faced by those who had fewer resources prior to their arrival.

While the newly opened Multicultural Center addresses many of the issues that minority students face on campus, little has been done to address feelings of isolation created by socioeconomic disparities.  As indicated by both prior research and our own findings, these insecurities affect not only social adjustments but academic ones as well.  Amherst may also benefit from expanding its mission to specifically target at least some students from extremely disadvantaged schools—the data collected, along with background research, suggests that an environment like Amherst would be able to compensate for rather large disparities, and a College with resources like Amherst could make huge positive differences for students who otherwise would be unable to acquire much of the social and cultural capital made available by Amherst College.


Additional research would add to these findings considerably.  Specifically, a longitudinal survey similar to the senior survey, administered to students each year (as opposed to graduation) would better track students’ adjustments.  Furthermore, having a survey of the entire population (rather than a sample, as ours was) would allow for more thorough and reliable statistical inferences to be made.  This study would also update our findings—as Amherst continues to become more diverse, even the 2006 senior survey, of a class that entered Amherst seven years ago, may be at least somewhat dated.  More thorough and timely data would shed light on the specific issues faced by Amherst students and therein help the College to better serve its increasingly diverse population.
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