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Perceived Impact of Institutional Culture on Advanced 

Degree Aspirations of Students Attending Two Southern Women’s Colleges 

Diana Ridgwell 

(ABSTRACT) 
 
 Women’s college culture has been found to have qualities that promote the success of the 

women who graduate from these institutions. This research sought to identify aspects of 

women’s college culture that students perceive as having impacted their aspirations for an 

advanced degree.  

 Fifty-eight women at two southern women’s colleges were interviewed.  The participants 

were members of each college’s senior class and had spent their entire undergraduate years at the 

same institution. After an email solicitation was sent to all members of the senior class, 

participants were accepted until there were eight women in each of the three categories. These 

three categories; Keepers, Droppers, and Aspirers; were developed in order to study participant 

perceptions by whether they maintained or dropped their previous educational aspirations or had 

developed new aspirations for an advanced degree while attending a women’s college. The 

interviews were completed over a two-month period with each interview lasting from 45 to 60 

minutes.  Participants were asked about the importance of aspects of women’s college culture on 

their aspirations for an advanced degree as well as other factors that they perceived as having 

influenced their decision whether or not to pursue an advanced degree.   

 The majority of the White women in this study confirmed the positive impacts of 

women’s college culture including high academic expectations, a mission and history that 

supports women, more female role models, a caring, supportive environment, and an abundance 



  
  
  
   
 
 
of opportunities for involvement and to learn about oneself.  In addition, participants confirmed 

the importance of peer relationships and romantic relationships on their educational aspirations.  

 Some women, however, perceived these same factors as having a negative impact on 

their degree aspirations.  These negative impacts included the Bubble effect, in which women 

felt that the women’s college experience had sheltered them from the realities of the world 

outside of their present environment, the Burn-Out effect from over involvement in extra-

curricular and academic activities, and confusion over field of study interest due to the many 

opportunities to learn about oneself offered by a liberal arts curriculum.   

 Other findings indicate that despite the supportive environment of women’s colleges, 

women’s college students still perceive romantic relationships as negatively impacting their or 

their friend’s aspirations for an advanced degree.  In addition, the need to be taken seriously, 

whether their families are supportive of further education, and how well informed they are about 

financial aid issues, all were reported to impact educational aspirations. Unexpectedly, male role 

models were found to have a positive impact on women’s aspirations despite the many female 

role models at women’s colleges. 

 The African American women college students in this study reported their experiences of 

attending a women’s college much differently than did the White women.  Although they felt 

they had received a quality education, the African American women were dissatisfied with the 

lack of representation of the African American culture at the women’s college they attended. 

They felt the women’s college culture had negatively impacted their aspirations for an advanced 

degree because of the lack of representation of African American culture in the women’s college 

environment.  Almost all African American women in this study dropped their previous 



  
  
  
   
 
 
aspirations for an advanced degree because of the discouraging effect of the overwhelmingly 

White culture of the colleges they attended. 

 Overall, this study found that college culture was perceived to have a clear positive 

impact for one group of students, no significant impact for another, and a negative impact for the 

third group of students. In addition, based on the perceptions of the students and the researcher’s 

limited observations, the two colleges were found to have institutional cultures that differentiate 

themselves from each other.  This finding challenges previous researchers’ assumptions that all 

women’s colleges share a single culture. 

 This study adds to previous literature about women’s college culture and aspirations for 

an advanced degree in a number of important ways.  Key findings include the identification of 

negative, as well as positive, impacts of women’s college culture for some women, the 

importance of male role models for women’s college students, and the dissatisfaction of the 

African American women in the study with their experience at a woman’s college. 
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Chapter 1 

 
 
 The aspirations of college students have been studied in an effort to determine what 

factors of the college experience impact students’ goals for an advanced degree. A number of 

studies have examined both external factors (e. g. socioeconomic status of the family, parental 

education, and values) and internal factors (e. g. self-esteem, self-concept, and attitudes) (Becker, 

1984; Jones & Lamke, 1985; Zuckerman, 1988) related to degree aspirations. Others indicate 

that institutional factors (e. g. characteristics such as selectivity and size; as well as factors such 

as classroom climate, faculty-student interaction, and leadership opportunities) play a role in the 

career aspirations of college students (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 

Aspirations for further education are related to eventual attainments in life. Those 

aspiring for an advanced degree are more likely to experience increased career mobility and 

greater satisfaction with work and life in general (Kanouse et al.,1980). Exploring women’s 

aspirations for an advanced degree can help to increase the lifetime achievements of women.  

The number of women attending colleges and universities has been rising steadily over 

the past twenty years and women are now beginning to make up the largest proportion of the 

student population at colleges and universities (Shavlik, Touchton, & Pearson, 1989; Zusman, 

1999). Since 1984, the number of women enrolled in graduate school has exceeded the number 

of men. In 2000, a total of 943,000 women participated in graduate education in the United 

States compared to only 849, 000 men (U. S. Department of Education, 2000). In addition, in 

2000, women received a higher number of graduate degrees than men with 281,000 and 235,000, 

respectively. From 1970 to 1996, the percentage of master’s degrees conferred to females 

increased from 40% to 56%. Of all individuals in the United States ages 25 to 29, 29% of 

women, compared to 25% of men, have graduate degrees (National Center for Educational 
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Statistics, 2000). Despite these advances for women, men still earn the majority of doctoral 

degrees (60% versus 40% for women). 

In spite of women’s increased participation in higher education, however, gender 

segregation by field of study continues to persist. Males dominate more technical fields such as 

engineering and computer science whereas women remain concentrated in the fields of 

education, psychology, and health professions (NCES, 1998).  

This chapter will discuss women’s degree aspirations and gender segregation within 

fields of study, followed by a brief summary of factors impacting student aspirations in general. 

In addition, the issues of gender and race differences in factors impacting degree aspirations, 

institutional culture and differences in women’s colleges will help to support the need for further 

research in these areas. 

Women’s Aspirations 

 Women’s aspirations for an advanced degree fluctuate during their educational careers. 

Up until the age of 11 or 12, girls are quite vocal about what they want, think, and know (Rogers 

& Gilligan, 1988). As girls move from elementary school into junior high and enter mid-

adolescence, their voices become more indefinite and conflicted. They begin to feel tensions 

between caring for themselves and caring for others and their self-esteem lowers. This lowering 

of self-esteem has a direct impact on what girls feel they are capable of accomplishing and they 

are less likely to take risks in order to achieve. Their hopes and dreams for the future become 

plagued with “gender-appropriate” notions of themselves and the roles they should take in life 

and thus their educational aspirations dwindle (Rogers & Gilligan, 1988). 

 A 1992 study by the American Association of University Women (AAUW) found that 

persistence in math and science is positively correlated with the educational aspirations of 

students. Confidence in one’s academic abilities increases the likelihood of persistence in math 
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and science. In fact, confidence has been found to be one of the variables most strongly 

correlated with math performance (AAUW, 1992). Significant gender differences in confidence 

levels increase with age. As their educational careers progress, girls’ confidence in math and 

science declines significantly more than does boys’ (AAUW, 1992). This lack in confidence 

lowers girls’ aspirations. They begin to choose educational routes that do not seem threatening to 

them and include less math and science coursework. The prospects of schooling past high school 

become more and more frightening to them (AAUW, 1992). 

Despite a continuing decline in self-confidence, girls still have plans for college. In a 

2000 study of trends in the educational equity of girls and women by the National Center for 

Educational Statistics (NCES), high school students were asked to report their educational 

aspirations. Female high school seniors were more likely than male seniors to say they definitely 

plan to attend college. They were also more likely to actually enroll in college immediately 

following high school (NCES, 2000). In addition, female high school seniors were also more 

likely than their male peers to report that they probably would attend graduate or professional 

schools (35% for female versus 31% for male students); (NCES, 2000). Though their aspirations 

for higher education may be slightly higher than that of their male peers, female high school 

seniors aspire to fields of study that include less math and science than do male students (NCES, 

2000). These areas of study may be less intimidating to women and reflect the progression of 

their low self-confidence levels.  

Women’s self-esteem continues to decline during their time in college. Although women 

make up more than half of all college students (Shavlik & Touchton, 1989; Zusman, 1999) and 

are more likely to come to college with higher grades than men, they have lower expectations for 

their performance in college (Hafner, 1985). Self-esteem plays a major role in what a person 

chooses to do and what he or she expects out of life. Women tend to believe that they lack ability 
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to succeed in graduate education and this lowering of self-concept deflates women’s aspirations 

(Kanouse, et. al., 1980).  

In their study of women’s cognitive development, Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and 

Tarule (1986) found that at the college level, women begin to lose their sense of self and define 

themselves in terms of their relationships with others. For example, when women speak of being 

successful in life, they begin to associate success with the career choices of the men that they 

date instead of their own career paths. Their competencies become less and less important and 

without support and validation, women often submit to standing in the shadows of their male 

counterparts (Josselson, 1987). 

 Black women and other minority women are more likely to aspire to an advanced degree 

than White women (Hafner, 1989). In a 1993 NCES study of bachelor’s degree recipients who 

enrolled in a graduate degree program within four years of graduation, Black, Asian, and 

Hispanic women attended graduate school at higher rates than White women (Blacks, 31.5%; 

Asian 31.4%; Hispanic, 31.1%; and White women, 28.5%). The literature offers little 

explanation for why White women are less likely than other women to aspire to an advanced 

degree.  

Gender Segregation by Fields of Study 
 

Gender segregation continues to persist in many occupational fields of study in higher 

education. Male dominated fields are those fields in which men represent more than 60% of the 

members of that field (Sapiro, 1999). In 1996, men received more than 60% of the degrees in the 

fields of agriculture, computer and information sciences, engineering, mathematics and physical 

sciences, and science technologies (NCES, 1998). At the bachelor’s degree level, the fields of 

engineering, physical sciences, philosophy, and computer and information sciences continue to 

be male dominated (Sapiro, 1999). Historically, male dominated fields have been more technical 
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fields involving math and science and usually have higher wages than do female dominated 

fields.  

The majority of female undergraduates continue to be concentrated in what have been 

deemed “female-appropriate” majors. In 1996, women dominated the undergraduate fields of 

education (75%), health related professions (82%), and psychology (73%). Although women are 

gaining representation in the male dominated fields such as business management, with women 

making up 48% of the students, and accounting where 52% of the students are now women, they 

continue to be concentrated in historically female dominated fields. These fields include 

education, English, health sciences, home economics, liberal studies, library and archival 

science, psychology, and other social sciences (Sapiro, 1999). In most cases, traditionally female 

fields are lower paying and lower prestige career areas than are traditionally male fields (Lentz, 

1982). The selection of lower paying and lower prestige jobs leaves women to be dependent 

upon their husbands for the majority of the household income (Holland & Eisenhart, 1990).  

Black women are not as likely as White women to choose female dominated fields of 

study. Bayley (1992) found that Black women are more likely than White women to view 

education as a means of improving their social status. Black women are less likely than White 

women to rely upon marriage as a means of taking care of themselves and to resist making career 

decisions based on gender role appropriateness, Black women are more likely than White women 

to aspire to high prestige, male-dominated careers (Bayley, 1992).  

As with the undergraduate experience, field segregation is also evident at the master’s 

and doctoral level, perpetuating the cycle of men being in higher paying, higher prestige jobs. 

(Sapiro, 1999). With the exceptions of the fields of education (62% female), psychology (66% 

female), and health professions (57% female), males still earn the majority of doctoral degrees. 
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In the higher paying professions, such as engineering and computer science, women earn only 

13% and 15% of the doctoral degrees respectively (NCES, 1998).   

At the advanced degree level, Black and other minority women continue to hold a higher 

percentage of the degrees conferred to members of their race in traditionally male fields than do 

White women (NCES, 1998). For example, of the Master’s of Business Administration degrees 

awarded to Blacks, women received 54% of these degrees, while White women received only 

36% of those MBAs awarded to the White population. In computer science, Black women 

surpassed White women with 46% versus 23% of the number of master’s degrees awarded to 

their race in this area. In engineering, Black women received 31% of the master’s awarded to 

Black students while White women only receive 16%. For other minorities as well as Blacks, 

more women are surpassing men of their same race in male-dominated fields than are White 

women. 

Factors Related to Degree Aspirations 
 

Researchers have explored factors related to both men’s and women’s aspirations for an 

advanced degree. The factors impacting their aspirations among college students are explained 

by two dominant views: 1) those factors relating to the individual student and, 2) those related to 

the institution and its environment. 

Individual Traits Impacting College Students 

Hafner (1985) found that fathers’ and mothers’ level of education predict student 

aspirations for an advanced degree. The higher the level of education obtained by a student’s 

mother and father, the higher the level of education to which the student will aspire. Hafner 

(1985) indicates that students whose father and/or mother have attended graduate school have a 

75% higher chance of attending graduate school than those whose parents have not attended 

graduate school. Parents who actually attended graduate school are far more likely to influence a 



  Culture and Aspirations 7
  
  
  

 

   
student’s aspirations for an advanced degree than parents who have not attended graduate school 

but is supportive of their child doing so (Hafner, 1985). 

 A student’s grade point average has a positive impact on his or her degree aspirations 

(Astin, 1993; Hafner, 1985). The higher the GPA, the more likely students are to be highly 

motivated, persist with their studies, and be academically competitive enough to gain entrance 

into graduate school.  

 Another individual trait associated with aspirations for an advanced degree is intellectual 

self-confidence. Intellectual self-confidence of students has been studied by asking students to 

rate their intellectual abilities. Those who rate their intellectual abilities as high are confident 

about their academic skills and are more likely to apply to graduate school (Astin, 1993).  

Differences by Race and Gender in the Individual Factors that Impact Aspirations 

 Although the educational background of students’ parents has been found to have a 

positive impact on students’ aspirations in general, research indicates that male and female 

children are not parallel in this area. For example, male children more likely to be encouraged to 

obtain higher levels of education than are women. The educational background of students’ 

parents has a positive impact for Black women as well (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). However, 

Black women of lower socio-economic status are more likely to use college as a means of 

improved social status than White women and thus more often obtain higher levels of education 

than their parents (Bayley, 1992). 

Hafner (1985) and Astin (1993) indicate that college grade point average (GPA) is a 

factor that significantly impacts student aspirations. GPA is not as strong a predictor for women 

as it is for men for enrollment in graduate school (Bayley, 1992). Men with GPAs of 3.5 or 

higher are significantly more likely to enroll in graduate school than are women with similar 

GPAs (45% vs. 38%); (NCES, 1993).  
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 Intellectual self-confidence has been found to be significantly related to student 

aspiration levels (Astin, 1993) but is less predictive of the level of women’s aspirations than of 

men’s. Hafner (1985) found that women often underrate their academic abilities. Although they 

now choose to attend graduate school more often than men, this lack of self-confidence in their 

academic abilities leads them to choose female dominated fields when they may be qualified to 

enter higher paying, more male-dominated fields. 

Institutional Factors Impacting College Students 

Research on the impact of college on students’ lives indicates that institutional factors 

also contribute to the educational aspirations of students. Astin (1993), in writing of the impact 

of coeducation and public schools, indicates how perplexing it is that those institutions at which 

most graduate work is done, seem to discourage undergraduates from pursuing an advanced 

degree. For example, Astin (1993) found that enrollment in graduate school is negatively 

affected by the size of the institution, the percentage of students majoring in engineering, and 

attendance at a public university. Attendance at public universities may negatively impact 

graduate school attendance due to larger enrollments and the unbalanced faculty-student ratios. 

Large student bodies limit interaction between faculty and staff as well as provide less 

opportunity for leadership and involvement for students. 

Other institutional factors found to impact students’ enrollments in graduate school are 

having a faculty that is student-oriented, having financial aid based on academic merit, and the 

number of Jewish students (Astin, 1993). A faculty that is more research-oriented may not focus 

on creating mentoring relationships with students. Having financial aid based on academic merit 

may also positively impact student’s enrollment in graduate school because those whose funding 

depends on their academic achievement may be more educationally motivated than those who 

are not dependent on financial aid. The percentage of resources spent on student programs that 
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increase involvement and leadership opportunities also has a positive impact on aspirations for 

graduate education (Astin, 1993).  

Another line of research indicates that it is the interaction between the person and the 

environment that molds the college experience.  Strange (1991) discusses the four key aspects of 

an environment: (a) the physical features of the setting, (b) the collective characteristics of the 

people within, (c) the organized structures associated with the specific goals of the setting, and 

(d) the subjective perceptions of the participants.  These aspects require the interaction of 

individuals with the physical setting and goals of the setting in order to form an environment.  

Huebner (1979) indicates that student behavior is a product of students’ interaction with the 

institution’s various sub-environments. Huebner discusses Interactionism theory that asserts 

behavior is best understood and predicted by examining the transaction of individuals and their 

environment.  Person-Environment theories indicate that it is not just the environment or 

institutional culture that determines the experience of students but it is the interaction of these 

aspects with the individual characteristics of each student that determines outcomes. 

 Most researchers conclude that it is a combination of both individual and institutional 

factors that affect the likelihood of students pursuing an advanced degree (Astin, 1977, 1983; 

Boyer, 1987; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Stoecker & Pascarella, 1991). For example, Astin 

(1977) suggests that student outcome measurements cannot be taken seriously unless they are 

considered within the context of the individual qualities students bring with them. 

Likewise, Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) in a review of prominent theories on student change 

and outcomes associated with college concluded that common elements of these theories include 

the active interaction of student characteristics with significant aspects of his or her environment. 

Institutional Culture 
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  An intricate part of the study of the impact of college on students’ lives and aspirations 

involves the culture of the individual institution. Neff and Harwood (1990) suggest that the role 

of institutional culture as a means to explain student behavior has been overlooked and is 

important to ensuring the positive experiences of our students. The culture of the institution 

influences the nature of the learning environment and, in turn, has a profound impact on 

students’ aspirations, confidence, and career performance (Neff & Harwood, 1990). The values 

and beliefs of the college or university help to guide the everyday interactions of students, 

faculty, and staff. Because these values and beliefs are embedded in every aspect of college life, 

students are exposed to them and they become a part of the way in which students live and work 

(Kuh & Whitt, 1988). Numerous definitions of institutional culture are used in the literature. 

Precise definitions of culture remain elusive because it is always evolving. Kuh and Whitt (1988) 

studied previous definitions of culture and found that most of them conveyed one or more of the 

following properties:  (a) observed behavioral regularities, (b) norms or specific guidelines to 

conduct, (c) dominant values, (d) the overall philosophy that guides an organization’s attitudes 

and actions towards personnel or consumers, (e) rules for getting along in the organization, and 

(f) the feeling or organizational climate and the manner in which members of the culture interact 

with externalities. Kuh and Whitt (1988) define culture specifically in higher education as “the 

collective mutually shaping patterns of norms, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions that 

guide the behavior of individuals and groups in an institute of higher education and provide a 

frame of reference within which to interpret the meanings of events and actions on and off 

campus” (p. 127). This is the definition that will be used for this study. 

 Although culture is believed to be an institutional aspect that is often below the surface of 

conscious thought, culture is observable at many different levels within an institution (Schein, 
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1985). Schein divides culture into three levels comprised of artifacts, values, and basic 

assumptions and beliefs.  

Artifacts 

 Artifacts are essentially symbols of culture in which meaning is stored. They represent a 

multitude of meanings and emotions and can be found in norms, mores, formal and informal 

rules, routine procedures, behaviors that are rewarded or punished, customs, folkways, myths, 

daily and periodic rituals, ceremonies, interaction patterns, signs, and a language system 

common to the culture bearers (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). All of these forms of artifacts make 

statements about life within the community. For example, the “Boyer-Day” rituals at Mt. Baker’s 

College, a private women’s institution in the South, make a statement about the importance the 

university gives to the history of the institution, a sense of community, and an appreciation for 

the landscape around the institution. Those who participate in the activities, such as a group 

climb to the top of Boyer Mountain, get a sense of the values and relationships that are important 

to Mt. Baker’s College. These rituals are an intricate part of the culture of this institution.  

Values 

 The second level of culture is made up of values, or widely held beliefs or sentiments 

about the importance of certain goals, activities, relationships, and feelings (Schein, 1985). Clark 

(1984) identified four values that influence academic institutions: justice, competence, liberty, 

and loyalty. Although some values are expressed freely and explicitly, others are unconsciously 

expressed as themes. Examples include academic freedom or symbolic interpretations of reality 

that give meaning to community life (Clark, 1984). Cultural values are the basis or underlying 

structure for the creation of a system of beliefs. For example, many mission statements of 

colleges and universities consist of a set of beliefs or basic assumptions that are formed from the 

underlying values that are behind the creation of the institutions. 
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 Sometimes cultural values are expressed in what is considered right or wrong and what is 

encouraged or discouraged (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). Institutions communicate these kind of values 

by making repeated statements about certain issues such as the negative impact of alcohol and 

drug use on students’ lives. Institutions may also express values through behaviors such as 

giving yearly awards for student leadership or civic involvement. 

 Some values are merely espoused and guide what people say, but may not guide behavior 

(Schein, 1985). These espoused values are considered aspirations or rationalizations. For 

example, many colleges and universities espouse values of commitment to increasing minority 

representation in the student body. Although this may be the language they use, there may still be 

very few minorities on campus and few policies or programs in place that would help to ensure 

increased minority representation. 

Basic Assumptions and Beliefs 

 The third level, basic assumptions and beliefs, is believed to be the core of culture. These 

are often unstated assumptions that support artifacts and values (Schein, 1985). Assumptions and 

beliefs determine how reality is perceived, and they guide behavior, although this guidance may 

often be subconscious or unconscious. They are so deeply ingrained that they are often difficult 

to identify and are taken for granted (Schein, 1985). In order to study these basic beliefs and 

assumptions, one must sift through artifacts and values as well as interview faculty, staff, and 

students at great length. 

Postmodern perspectives on colleges and universities as individual cultures have led to 

the identification of subcultures that exist within the institution. Institutions of higher education 

are made up of smaller groups whose members may or may not share or abide by all of the 

institution’s norms, values, practices, beliefs, and meanings. Instead of viewing institutions of 

higher education as homogenous entities, it is more realistic to view them as consisting of 
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numerous subgroups with different traditions, values, and priorities (Martin & Siehl, 1983; 

Tierney, 1988; VanMaanen & Barley, 1984).  Examples of these subcultures include the student 

peer cultures, faculty cultures, and academic field cultures. 

While many colleges may share similar values, practices, beliefs, and/or guiding 

principles, each has its own distinctive culture and subcultures that sets it apart from others.   

Institutional culture is what makes individual colleges and universities unique and exerts 

powerful influences on student behavior. 

 The culture of women’s colleges has been found to be different from that of 

coeducational institutions. Research indicates that women’s colleges create a unique 

environment that encourages and supports student satisfaction, student involvement, educational 

aspirations and attainment, and career aspirations and occupational outcomes. Aspirations for an 

advanced degree are particularly positively correlated with attendance at women’s colleges. The 

impact of women’s colleges on these areas of student outcomes will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter 2. 
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Women’s Colleges 

 
 The culture of women’s colleges has been identified as being a significant factor in the 

aspirations of students who attend them. Although literature comparing women’s colleges to 

coeducational institutions is abundant, literature on the between-college differences among 

women’s colleges is limited. To date, there is little research that purposefully compares and 

contrasts women’s colleges and their cultures. Studying women’s colleges as one homogenous 

group does not allow students to make educated choices when planning to attend a single-sex 

institution. Furthermore, research results that make generalities about the benefits of women’s 

colleges may be misleading. 

 Tidball (1989) is the exception in that she does indicate that there are some distinctive 

features that create subgroups among currently existing women’s colleges. Tidball distinguishes 

women’s colleges by dividing them into three subgroups: Roman Catholic colleges, women’s 

colleges located in the South, and independent women’s colleges. 

Roman Catholic Colleges 

 Roman Catholic colleges comprise about half of all women’s colleges. Of any group of 

colleges or universities in the United States, Roman Catholic women’s colleges have the highest 

proportion of women presidents. In terms of providing role models for young women, Roman 

Catholic colleges offer more opportunities for professional development, which is an important 

aspect of women’s college education. In addition, Roman Catholic women’s colleges have 

developed a variety of well-known educational systems of delivery such as weekend colleges, 

summer programs, credit for non-college experiences, and competency-based education which 

other colleges have chosen to copy. These systems have been especially beneficial to women of 

limited financial resources (Tidball, 1989). Although not necessarily intentionally, many 

women’s colleges do attract students from wealthy families. Roman Catholic women’s colleges, 
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however, have extended their missions and objectives to include the education of all women, not 

just those from wealthy families (Tidball, 1989).  

 Because Roman Catholic women’s colleges are dedicated to serving under-privileged 

women, they are not always viewed in the “mainstream” of American higher education. These 

colleges do not fit the mold of what a women’s college “should” be and thus often find 

themselves in constant financial struggles even though some of the educational reforms they 

have initiated are finding their way into institutions of higher education of all kinds (Tidball, 

1989). 

Southern Women’s Colleges 

 Another subgroup of women’s colleges is composed of institutions located in the South. 

Although many of these institutions are church-related, they are typically not Roman Catholic. 

Men hold the presidency of two thirds of these women colleges and there is frequently a sense of 

“paternalism” that dates back to the founders of the institutions. This is often due to the fact that 

their religiously affiliated denominations appoint the president and these practices often exclude 

women from consideration (Tidball, 1989). This practice has been changing slowly. Many of 

these colleges that once only appointed men as president are now appointing women into the 

position.  

 Southern women’s colleges pride themselves on their rigorous programs of study and often 

have objectives that perpetuate the southern culture that surrounds them. They, like the Roman 

Catholic institutions, draw students from the communities in their regions, but from more 

suburban and rural areas instead of the primarily urban areas which Roman Catholic women’s 

colleges support (Tidball, 1989). 
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Independent Women’s Colleges  

 The third subgroup of women’s colleges is the independent women’s colleges, which are 

located largely in the Northeast. Their admissions standards are higher than most other women’s 

colleges and the students that they attract are most often not from the region close to the college. 

In terms of leadership, three quarters of these colleges are under the presidential leadership of 

men (Tidball, 1989). These colleges are known to be prestigious and well-respected in the 

educational community. The five members of the Seven Sisters that are still women’s colleges 

(Barnard, Bryn Mawr, Mount Holyoke, Smith, and Wellesley) are members of this subgroup and 

contribute to the group’s prestigious reputation (Tidball, 1989). Others such as Hood, Chatham, 

and Mills are less well-known but contribute greatly to the role of women’s colleges in higher 

education. 

 These three subgroups are very different from each other based on their leadership, 

affiliations, and they type of students they attract. Tidball (1989) indicates that the only 

legitimate commonality between these women’s colleges is the fact that their primary purpose is 

to educate women. Although many institutions, both public and private, indicate that their 

mission is the higher education of men and women, only women’s colleges purport that 

educating women is central to their mission. 

 Although there have been no known studies exploring specific institutional differences 

and commonalties in women’s colleges, we can safely speculate that, as with coeducational 

institutions, there are some obvious factors that may differentiate one institution from another. 

These include selectivity, prestige, costs, size, endowment level, socio-economic class of the 

student body, racial diversity of student body, and gender make-up of faculty and staff, among 

other factors. 
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Need for Research 

 
 This study of the impact of the institutional cultures of women’s colleges on women’s 

aspirations contributes to the theoretical understanding of the nature of the effectiveness of 

women’s college education. Within institutional type, differences among women’s colleges have 

not been adequately examined. This study will provide much-needed information about student 

perceptions of the impact of the culture of women’s colleges on their aspirations for an advanced 

degree and how this may vary by institution. It is not possible to claim that all women’s colleges 

increase the advanced degree aspirations of students without first understanding the type and 

level of encouragement supported by the college’s culture. Research in this area will bring higher 

education closer to being able to create college experiences that are beneficial to women in both 

coed and single-sex settings. 

Previous research on the impact of women’s colleges on minority women is inadequate. 

Although data indicate that predominately Black colleges share in women’s colleges ability to 

produce a higher percentage of Ph.D. recipients than racially integrated, coeducational 

institutions, little research is available on how women’s colleges fair with respect to encouraging 

the advanced degree aspirations of Black women and other minorities. Smith, Wolf, and 

Morrison (1995) noted that the majority of studies on women’s colleges do not address the 

differential experiences of women of color. Although they acknowledge the importance of 

including the experiences of women of color in their study, the results indicate that their own 

efforts to include race was not adequate due to the lack of sufficient numbers of women of color 

in their sample. Further exploration is necessary to examine the impact of institutional gender on 

minority women. 
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 By answering the following research questions, this study will not only contribute to the 

literature on women’s colleges, but also to the areas of college outcomes, and the impact of 

college culture on student success. 

Research Questions 
 
The questions to be answered by this research are these:  

 1.  Do the following aspects of women’s college culture influence women’s aspirations 

for an advanced degree: (a) academic expectations, (b) mission and history that supports women, 

(c) female role models, (d) caring, supportive environment (e) opportunities for involvement, (f) 

opportunities to learn about oneself, and (g) peer relationships? 

2. What other factors do undergraduate students at women’s colleges perceive as having 

had an impact on their aspirations for an advanced degree?   

3.  Do the reasons women report that they change or maintain their degree aspirations 

differ by race? 

4. What are the differences in the perceptions of the impact of institutional culture on 

degree aspirations of the three sub-groups (Keepers, Droppers, and Aspirers; see definitions in 

the following section) at each college? 

5.  Is there a difference in the perceptions of the impact of institutional culture on degree 

aspirations of the three sub-groups when comparing two different colleges? 

Definitions of Key Words 
 

Many of the terms in this study are used in various ways in the research literature. The 

following defines how key terms will be used in this study. 

 Aspirers: The participants of this study are divided into three groups. Aspirers are 

students who did not initially aspire to an advanced degree upon entrance to college, but at the 

time of the interview do have aspirations to obtain an advanced degree. 
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Advanced degree: For the purpose of this study, advanced degree means any post-

bachelor’s degree.  

 Climate: Campus climate has been defined as the current perceptions, attitudes, and 

expectations that define the institution and its members (Peterson & Spencer, 1990). Others such 

as Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) use the term climate to describe the overall relationship of 

people and their institution, as they perceive it. For the purpose of this study, campus climate 

will be replaced with the term culture that encompasses both the aspects of environment and 

climate.  

Culture:  For the purpose of this study, the definition of culture provided by Kuh and 

Whitt (1988) will be used. Culture is “the collective mutually shaping patterns of norms, values, 

practices, beliefs, and assumptions that guide the behavior of individuals and groups in an 

institute of higher education and provide a frame of reference within which to interpret the 

meanings of events and actions on and off campus” (p. 127). The terms culture, environment, 

and climate are often used interchangeably in the literature but for the purpose of this study, the 

terms environment and climate will be incorporated into the all-encompassing term of culture. 

 Droppers: The participants of this study are divided into three groups. Droppers are 

students who previously aspired to an advanced degree upon entrance to college, but at the time 

of the interview, no longer aspire to an advanced degree. 

Environment: Astin (1968) and Holland (1985) describe environment in terms of 

aggregate characteristics such as socio-demographic characteristics, goals, values and attitudes. 

Others have referred to institutional environment as the physical setting such as residence halls 

and land space (Schroeder, 1980). In this study, the term environment is replaced with the term 

culture, which encompasses both the aspects of environment as defined above, and the climate of 
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the institution. However, during the interview process, the term environment will be used to 

replace culture due to students’ understanding the term environment better than culture. 

 Keepers:  Participants in this study are divided into three groups. Keepers are students 

who previously aspired to an advanced degree upon entrance to college and continue to do so at 

the time of the interview.  

Minority: For the purpose of this study, minority refers to students from underrepresented 

racial and ethnic groups. 

Women’s College: For the purpose of this study, women’s colleges are colleges that 

identify themselves as having an institutional mission primarily related to promoting and 

expanding educational opportunities for women. Women’s colleges have predominantly female 

enrollments whereas most other institutions of higher education have majority female 

enrollments.  

Conclusion 

In the 1990s women reached parity in higher education participation. However, 

occupational segregation by field of study and racial differences in educational attainment 

continue to persist. The purpose of this study is to expand the research on women’s colleges in 

three important ways. First, it will widen the scope of factors that contribute to perceived 

changes in women’s aspirations for an advanced degree. Secondly, it will explore the impact of 

the women’s college experience on these perceived changes in women’s aspirations and how this 

may differ among colleges. Thirdly, it will study the impact of the institutional culture of 

women’s colleges on the aspirations of minority women.  

Women are no longer the minority in higher education. It is important that colleges and 

universities make the support and encouragement of women intentional. By further exploring the 
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impact of institutional culture on women’s aspirations for an advanced degree, this study will 

help colleges and universities create opportunities for women to succeed. 
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Chapter 2 

 The first chapter provided a review of differences in aspirations for an advanced degree 

by gender, race, and field of study as well as a preliminary overview of the factors associated 

with degree aspirations, institutional culture, and differences in women’s colleges. This chapter 

discusses the history of women’s participation in higher education in the U.S. and examines 

factors impacting the aspirations of women and minorities for an advanced degree. In addition, 

the history of women’s colleges and the influence of women’s college culture on student 

outcomes help to identify literature pertaining to this study.  

History of Women’s Participation in Higher Education in the U.S.  
 
 The history of women’s higher education in the United States has been a story of gradual 

and increasing access to more advanced levels of schooling. The emergence of common 

elementary schools in the 1830s and 1840s integrated girls into schools in large numbers, and   

private female academies were founded as early as the late 18th century (McClelland, 1992). By 

the end of the Civil War, the long battle to create female seminaries that were relatively on 

academic par with boys’ academics was accomplished (McClelland, 1992). From 1850 through 

1950, women’s higher education and the coeducation of America’s colleges and universities 

became a priority. As the concept of public education became more popular, women gained 

access to previously male-only colleges (Solomon, 1985). Coeducation gave women the 

opportunity to explore male-dominated fields of study instead of being limited to teaching and 

home economics, the curricula that women’s institutions offered. During the 1960s, 1970s, and 

1980s, the women’s movement inspired many more women to join the higher education system. 

The 20th century led to significant gains for women in higher education.  

 Women’s participation in higher education increased dramatically over the years. In 1870 

only 0.7% of women participated in higher education. By 1900, 2.8% of all women participated 
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in higher education and by 1950, 17.9% of women were attending some type of college or 

university (Solomon, 1985). The 1980s saw 38% of all women in higher education and 

the 1990s continued the increase in women’s participation to 54% (McClelland, 1992). By the 

1980s, women represented the majority at most colleges and universities in the United States 

(Solomon, 1985). 

 In other ways, the story of women’s education is not so straightforward. First, women in 

the United States were educationally divided by social class. Millions of girls in the 19th century 

received little formal schooling and, instead, were working on farms and in other industries 

(McClelland, 1992). Parents who needed their daughters’ (and sons’) economic or physical help 

simply did not send them to school. Black girls (and boys) were prohibited by law in some states 

from learning to read and write. It was not until after the Civil War that public schooling for 

Black children became a reality (McClelland, 1992). Although great strides have been made, 

Blacks and other minorities continue to be underrepresented in the higher education system 

today (McClelland, 1992).  

 

Institutional Characteristics Impacting Women’s Aspirations for an Advanced Degree 

 In Chapter 1, the individual and institutional factors impacting both men and women 

college students’ aspirations for an advanced degree were briefly reviewed. This section will 

discuss research indicating that there are institutional characteristics that specifically impact 

women’s aspirations for an advanced degree. 

Institutional Characteristics Impacting Women’s and Minorities Aspirations 

Institutional factors that lower women’s educational aspirations include chilly classroom 

experiences; chilly out-of-class experiences; hierarchical institutional structures and processes; 

inequity in hiring, promotion, and salary decisions; academic cultures and traditions; institutional 
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leadership positions dominated by men; and peer cultures that emphasize romantic relationships 

(Whitt, 1992).  

 Although laws have been passed to end many of the discriminatory policies of colleges 

and universities, women still experience a chilly climate in the classroom which destroys their 

self-confidence and lowers their aspirations (Sandler, 1986). Hall and Sandler (1982) cite some 

of the ways in which college learning climates are chilly for women. For example, faculty are 

often more attentive when men speak and are more likely to recognize male speakers by nodding  

and gesturing to men’s questions and comments. Women are more likely to be interrupted than 

men when speaking in class and faculty are more likely to respond more extensively to men’s 

comments than to women’s.  

Out-of-class experiences can also cause discomfort for women at colleges and 

universities. Hall and Sandler (1984) identified an out-of-class climate for women characterized 

by everyday behaviors that discount and ignore women at colleges and universities. Examples of 

this behavior include sexist comments and jokes that are degrading to women, less time given to 

women students by faculty and administrators, communication of stereotypical assumptions and 

expectations about women, and sexual harassment. Collison (1991) indicates that the increasing 

reports of acquaintance and gang rape committed by male students against female students is 

evidence of the “chilly” climate for women on college and university campuses. 

Other institutional policies and practices influence the climate for women in colleges and 

universities (Shavlik, Touchton, & Pearson, 1989). Hierarchical institutional structures and 

processes (Hall & Sandler, 1984; Shavlik et. al., 1989); inequity in hiring, promotion, and salary 

decisions (Chamberlin, 1988; Hensel, 1991); academic cultures and traditions dominated by 

men, and institutional leadership positions dominated by men (Fox Keller, 1978; Moore, 1987); 

all affirm masculine qualities and demonstrate that women “are outsiders or marginals to the 
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male-dominated world of academe” (Moore, 1987, p.30). These policies and practices leave 

women students lacking female role models in higher faculty and administrative positions and 

exclude them from feeling a part of academic culture where masculine norms dominate. 

The college peer system often undermines the educational aspirations of women as well. 

While males are trained by society that they need to get a good job in order to support their 

family, many women,  particularly White women, are socialized to be searching for a husband 

during their college years (Holland & Eisenhart, 1990). Holland and Eisenhart found that the 

peer culture of colleges and universities creates an environment that leads women to put gender 

relations over cognitive development during this time in their lives. Cognitive development and 

educational and career aspirations can take on a lower priority than romantic interests and can 

interfere with women’s initial ambitions to attend graduate school. 

 Romantic relationships do not have as significant an impact on the aspirations of Black 

women, however. Grant (1984) found that Black women have resisted socialization into race-

gender roles. For example, they do not put serving others over the development of their own 

skills as White women often do. Black women are less likely to rely upon marriage as an 

institution lending structure to their lives. Black women reach college expecting to take care of 

themselves and are less likely to see romantic relationships as a means to financial security 

(Tucker & Taylor, 1989).  

There are aspects of college culture that have a positive effect on women students’ 

likelihood of pursuing an advanced degree. For example, meaningful interactions with 

administrators and faculty members enhance the self-esteem of women students (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991). Astin and Kent (1983) indicate that women who participate in leadership 

experiences exhibit higher levels of self-esteem and aspirations for an advanced degree than 

those who do not. In addition, female role models have been shown to have a positive impact on 
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women students’ aspirations to pursue non-traditional fields of study (Ware & Lee, 1988), 

development of leadership skills (Astin & Leland, 1991), and development of self-confidence 

(Josselson, 1987). All of these factors have been found to play a positive role in predicting the 

likelihood that women will pursue an advanced degree (Astin, 1993). 

 Research also indicates that for Black women, the culture of predominately Black 

institutions of higher education has a positive impact on their academic achievement. For 

example, in Finding a Way: Black Women Students and the Academy, Guy-Sheftall and Bell-

Scott (1989) indicate that Black women’s colleges such as Spelman and Bennett meet the special 

needs of Black women college students. Guy-Shefthall and Bell-Scott prove that Black women 

come to college with different types of problems than do White undergraduate women. These 

issues for Black women include inexperience in civic affairs and a conservative background, 

which fosters traditional attitudes toward women. Being familiar with these issues, Black 

women’s colleges provide a supportive, nurturing environment that promotes the educational 

attainment and success of Black women (Guy-Shefthall & Bell-Scott, 1989). 

 On the other hand, Fleming (1984) found that although supportive of Black women’s 

needs, Black women’s colleges do not have a positive impact on women’s aspirations. This 

research indicates that the career goals of women at Black women’s colleges become more 

traditional from their freshman to senior years of undergraduate education. Ambitions toward 

male-dominated professions become less likely. Fleming found that women at Spelman, a 

predominately Black women’s college, show evidence of increasing social passivity and 

associate more with traditional gender roles during their educational experience. Thus, they tend 

to choose more female dominated areas of study when pursuing an advanced degree than Black 

women at coeducational, predominately White institutions (Fleming, 1984). 
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Women’s College Culture and Effects on Student Outcomes 

 
Most research on women’s colleges examines whether and how the college environment 

or institutional characteristics of women’s colleges impact the educational and occupational 

aspirations and achievement of women’s college graduates. Among the issues examined by 

researchers are (a) whether or not women have more opportunities to be leaders at women’s 

colleges compared to coeducational colleges; (b) whether women who graduate from women’s 

colleges are more likely to enter traditionally male-dominated fields and/or have higher career 

and educational aspirations; and (c) whether female faculty at women’s colleges have an impact 

on women students.  

This review provides an overview of current literature about the impact of women’s 

colleges on student outcomes. It focuses on frequently raised issues, specifically student 

satisfaction, student involvement, educational aspirations and attainment, and career aspirations 

and occupational outcomes. 

Student Satisfaction  

Several researchers have examined the relationship between institutional gender type and 

student satisfaction. Generally student satisfaction refers to satisfaction with social and academic 

life and personal and institutional goals. This is a component of satisfaction with the overall 

campus environment. Smith (1990) examined how institutional type (women's vs. coeducational) 

affects student satisfaction as well as perception of institutional goals, degree attainment, and 

educational aspirations. Smith (1990) found that, when controlling for background 

characteristics, attendance at a women's college relates positively to the quality of students' 

academic experiences and involvement with faculty and staff. Students at women’s colleges 

report higher levels of satisfaction with their overall college experience than students at 

coeducational institutions.  
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Smith, Wolf, and Morrison (1995) examined student and institutional priorities and goals. 

Using path analysis and controlling for background characteristics, Smith et. al (1995) found that 

women attending women's colleges perceived their institutions to be more concerned with 

student learning, civic involvement, and multi-culturalism than students at coeducational 

institutions. The researchers also found that these perceptions predict academic and 

extracurricular involvement which in turn predict leadership, sense of competence, overall 

satisfaction, social satisfaction, success goals, learning goals, civic involvement goals, and multi-

cultural goals. Although these findings indicated that women attending women's colleges were 

less satisfied than women at coeducational institutions with their social lives, the authors believe 

that the perception of institutional concern for student development and growth "mediates the 

negative impact on social satisfaction" (Smith et. al, 1995, p. 263).  

Involvement  

Involvement has been found to be associated with a number of positive student outcomes, 

including retention and satisfaction (Astin, 1984). Miller-Bernal (1989) found that women at 

coeducational colleges were generally more active in campus activities than their peers attending 

women's colleges. Contrary to Miller-Bernal’s research, Astin (1977) found women attending 

women’s colleges were more likely to obtain leadership positions, become involved in student 

government, develop high aspirations and persist to graduation than women attending 

coeducational institutions. In a study of successful approaches to fostering student learning and 

development outside the classroom, Kuh, Shuh, and Whitt and associates (1991) found that the 

women’s college experience has powerful enabling elements that encourage involvement. They 

believe that these elements should be adapted and incorporated in coeducational institutions. 
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Whitt (1994) looked more closely at students’ actual leadership experiences at three 

women’s colleges. Specifically, Whitt looked at how women’s colleges accomplish their goals of 

women’s education by exploring the following questions:  

1. How do women students lead?  
 
2. How do they learn to lead?  
 
3. How do students describe their leadership experiences?  
 
4. How does the environment affect leadership experience?  
 
5. What are the implications of these students’ experiences for coeducational colleges and 

universities interested in developing leadership opportunities and skills for undergraduate 

women?  

Whitt interviewed 200 participants (including students, faculty, administrators and 

alumnae) at three women’s colleges (Wellesley College, Randolph-Macon Woman's College, 

and Westhampton College at the University of Richmond) for the study. Findings from this study 

indicated great similarities across institutions in terms of institutional practices and student 

descriptions of their experiences. Respondents associated involvement in leadership activities 

with increased social and political awareness; and improved thinking, writing, communication, 

and organizational skills. In addition, the respondents expressed expanded notions of majors and 

career choices. They perceived themselves as having opportunities in fields that are normally 

male-dominated such as mathematics, computer science, and engineering. Self-confidence and a 

sense of self-efficacy were also attributed to involvement in leadership activities (Whitt, 1994). 

Whitt suggested that women’s colleges might serve as models of leadership development for 

institutions dedicated to encouraging women leaders.  

Women’s Colleges, Educational Aspirations, and Attainment 



  Culture and Aspirations 30
  
  
  

 

   
Research about women attending women's colleges has also examined the impact of 

women’s colleges on educational attainment and aspirations. The majority of studies on 

women’s colleges compare students and graduates from women’s colleges with female students 

and graduates of coeducational institutions. Findings from these studies are often inconclusive 

and are disputed by some researchers due to a failure to control for background characteristics 

such as socio-economic status, initial academic ability, and college selectivity. Most of the 

studies in this area look at whether attending a women’s college makes a difference in entering a 

traditionally male-dominated field of study and aspiring to or attending graduate school.  

A preponderance of the research on college impact supports findings that attending 

women’s colleges increases the likelihood of women attending graduate school. Tidball (1973) 

documented that high achieving women were more likely to have graduated from women’s 

colleges than from coeducational institutions. Further research in this area has indicated that 

women attending single-sex institutions have lower drop-out rates, higher career aspirations and 

achievements, and are more likely to enter graduate schools than women at coeducational 

institutions (Astin, 1977, 1993; Tidball, 1973, 1980; Wolf-Wendel, 1998). 

  Because previous studies on the impact of women’s colleges have been criticized for 

failing to control for background characteristics, Smith (1990) performed a study on the impact 

of women’s colleges while controlling for parental income, ethnic background, and educational 

aspirations. Smith found that attending a women’s college relates significantly more positively 

than coeducational institutions to a variety of measures including student satisfaction, perceived 

changes in skills and abilities, educational aspirations, and educational attainment. This study 

lends contemporary support to previous literature investigating the impact of women’s colleges 

on women students. It disputes the argument that background characteristics of students, not 

institutional conditions, account for the accomplishment of women’s college graduates. 
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Miller-Bernal (1989) compared students attending a women's college with students at a 

similar coeducational college, controlling for background characteristics. In her investigation of 

ways women's colleges might promote women's achievement, Miller-Bernal found evidence that 

the environment at women's colleges supports the development of women's abilities. Particularly, 

women’s colleges rate higher than coeducational institutions on such measures as faculty 

interaction and relationships with peers that encourage academic work. 

Material support and encouragement are additional aspects of colleges associated with 

attainment of an advanced degree. In an attempt to understand why men earn more doctoral 

degrees than women, a recent study (Tidball, Smith, Tidball, & Wolf-Wendel, 1998) proved that 

the negative relationship between doctoral degrees and women is a result of male students 

receiving more material supports and encouragement from their undergraduate institutions than 

do women. This material support such as departmental use of computers, high-tech equipment, 

and other supplies, and encouragement is not necessarily available to women at the same 

institution. Research indicates that this type of support and encouragement is commonplace at 

many women’s colleges, thus providing a partial explanation of the benefits of women’s 

colleges. 

The impact of the women’s college and HBCU experience on advanced degree 

aspirations has also been proven to be positive (Fleming, 1983; Pearson & Pearson, 1985; 

Roebuck & Murty, 1993; Wolf-Wendel, 1998, 2000). Wolf-Wendel (2000) examined 

coeducational, women’s colleges, and HBCUs that graduate a large proportion of women who 

earn doctorates. Wolf-Wendel lists eight institutional factors that describe what women’s 

colleges and HBCUs are doing right in relation to promoting student success:  (a) having high 

academic expectations, (b) having a clear sense of mission and history, (c) providing positive 

role models, (d) creating a caring, supportive environment, (e) providing opportunities for 
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leadership, (f) providing opportunities to learn about oneself, (g) creating a supportive and high-

achieving peer culture of people like oneself, and (h) connecting students to their communities. 

These are all qualities found to be major aspects of the culture of women’s colleges as well as 

some HBCUs that impact aspirations for an advanced degree. 

Other research reflects the idea that there is less correlation between women’s colleges 

and educational aspirations. Riordan (1992) examined some of the possible benefits of attending 

women's colleges on several human capital outcomes, including educational attainment. Using 

data from The National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS-72), and 

controlling for initial ability as measured by SAT scores and socio-economic status, Riordan 

found that women from coeducational institutions are significantly more likely than those from 

women’s colleges to obtain a graduate degree. Riordan suggests that this may be due to the fact 

that many women’s colleges are Catholic and promote early marriage and full-time motherhood. 

This assumption is based on data prior to the women’s movement however, and may not be as 

true today. In addition, Riordan notes that although graduates of women’s colleges in this study 

were less likely to obtain advanced education than women graduates from coeducational 

institutions, their occupational attainments were significantly higher than women graduates of 

coeducational institutions. Riordan implies that women’s college graduates are able to turn their 

undergraduate educational attainment into greater occupational achievement than women 

graduates of coeducational institutions, without the need for graduate education. 

Stoecker and Pascarella (1991) found little evidence to indicate that attending a women's 

college had any significant impact on women's post-college educational attainments. Using CIRP 

data, they examined women who remained at either a women’s college or a coeducational 

institution throughout their four-year college career. The findings from this study indicate that 

when controls were made for individual background traits and aspirations, as well as for college 
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selectivity and size, the net impact on post-college educational, occupational, and economic 

attainments was reduced to non-significant.  

 Stoecker and Pascarella (1991) acknowledged, however, that methodological differences 

between their study and Tidball’s (1980; 1986; 1989) findings that women’s colleges  increase 

post-college outcomes, made them reluctant to conclude that their findings refute Tidball’s 

results. In addition, Stoecker and Pascarella noted that there is also the possibility that the impact 

of attending a women’s college is manifested somewhat later in an individual’s life. Their 

longitudinal study focused on women only four years after their graduation whereas Tidball’s 

studies followed women for more than ten years after graduating from women’s colleges. 

In a study seeking to address organizational effectiveness of women’s colleges using 

1987 and 1991 national longitudinal student data sets, Kim and Alvarez (1996) showed that 

having a high number of female faculty members was not a significant predictor of women 

students’ self-reported academic ability. But they also found that attendance at a women-only 

college has a positive effect on students’ academic ability, presumably due to being surrounded 

by peers who see themselves as intellectually able. It appears that at a women-only college, 

women students not only experience fewer distractions, but they also gain the self-confidence.  

Kim and Alvarez (1996) suggested that future research should examine whether a high 

proportion of female faculty and a peer culture that is academically supportive have any 

significant indirect effects on student development.  

Women’s Colleges, Career Aspirations, and Occupational Outcomes  

As with educational aspirations and attainment, the most frequently examined issues 

related to career aspirations and occupational outcomes are whether women who attend women’s 

colleges have higher career aspirations and occupational outcomes than their counterparts at 
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coeducational institutions, and whether women’s college graduates enter traditionally male-

dominated occupations at a higher rate.  

Tidball (1980) was one of the first researchers to examine the career and occupational 

outcomes of women's college graduates. In 1980 Tidball sampled 1,500 women from three 

editions of Who’s Who in American Women. Sixty percent of this sample obtained their B.A. 

degrees between 1910 and 1940. Tidball found that graduates of women’s colleges were about 

twice as likely to be cited for their career accomplishments as were women graduates of 

coeducational colleges. Again, this may underscore long-term gains of women’s college 

education that may not be evident until years after graduation. 

Bressler and Wendler (1980) examined gender differences in career aspirations. Using 

data from CIRP (1967–1971), the authors looked at career preferences and educational plans of 

men and women attending selective, residential, coeducational, men’s and women’s colleges. 

Their findings indicated that college experiences result in causing both sexes, but particularly 

women, "to reject conventional role prescriptions and are thus instrumental in markedly reducing 

initial male-female differences in occupational choice" (p. 661). Women from women’s colleges 

and men from men’s colleges were found more likely to aspire to higher-level positions than 

those of either sex from coeducational institutions. In addition, women’s college graduates were 

more likely than graduates of men’s colleges to aspire to an advanced degree. In support of 

women’s colleges, their study suggests that sexual parity in the work-force would be enhanced if 

more women enrolled in women’s colleges.  

In a synthesis of research on how college impacts students, Pascarella and Terenzini 

(1991) examined various research studies about how institutional gender influences women’s 

career choices as well as their careers. They found evidence suggesting that single-sex colleges 

have a tendency to enhance students’, and particularly women’s, educational aspirations and 
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career aspirations after taking into account college selectivity and background characteristics. 

They also found graduates of women’s colleges are significantly over-represented in the high-

status, male-dominated occupations of medicine, scientific research, and engineering. They 

reasoned that women’s college provides a uniquely supportive undergraduate climate for women. 

When other factors are held constant, it is more likely to provide the types of female role models 

and the opportunity for interpersonal interaction with those role models that enhance female 

aspirations and ambitions (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 

 Whitt (1992) identified lessons that coeducational institutions can learn from women’s 

colleges that help to explain factors in the environment of women’s colleges that impact 

women’s career aspirations. She concluded that what sets women’s colleges apart from 

coeducational institutions includes an environment where (a) women are an explicit part of the 

college’s mission, (b) women’s experiences are supported, (c) provisions are made to challenge 

women and support is given in order to help them meet these challenges, (d) faculty and staff are 

committed to educating women, and (e) a women’s culture is created. Whitt asserts that 

coeducational colleges can indeed facilitate the education and development of women by 

changing policies and practices to meet women’s needs. By making institutional decisions 

informed by research about women, coeducational colleges and universities can replicate some 

aspects of women’s colleges that increase the success of women. 

However, as with the topic of educational aspirations and attainment, there is research 

that concludes that college selectivity factors, as opposed to institutional gender composition, is 

the critical factor. In a 1991 study of 1971–80 CIRP data on 2,485 women, 273 of whom had 

attended women’s colleges, Stoecker and Pascarella (1991) controlled for several student 

background variables and institutional selectivity variables. They found no statistically 

significant direct or indirect effects of attending a women’s college on either women entering 
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male-dominated careers or on the occupational status of the jobs held by women graduates of 

women’s colleges. Stoecker and Pascarella suggest that success may be due to recruitment 

efforts rather than socialization.  

In terms of attainment of job-related skills with which to initiate careers, Kim and 

Alvarez (1996) found that women seniors at coeducational institutions appear more likely 

to have acquired such skills than seniors at women’s colleges. They also found that seniors at 

women’s colleges have no advantage over their peers attending coeducational institutions in 

terms of preparation for entry into graduate or professional schools.  

Lentz (1982) compared career aspirations of graduates of women’s colleges and 

coeducational colleges at three levels of college selectivity and found no differences between 

graduates of women’s and coeducational colleges in terms of plans to enter traditionally male 

dominated careers. She also found no differences among women at coeducational colleges in the 

intention to pursue graduate or professional education or what she calls "level of the 

organizational ladder aspired to" (plans to enter various levels of management). When she 

examined differences were looked at in terms of selectivity level, Lentz found only a relationship 

between selectivity level of the college and desire to pursue traditionally male dominated careers. 

Lentz suggested that further research be done on the climate of selective colleges and also 

whether women attending more selective colleges have different college experiences than 

women attending less selective institutions. 

While findings from many studies show that attending a women’s college does impact 

students in positive ways (Astin, 1977; Bressler & Wendel, 1980; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; 

Smith, 1990; Smith, Wolf, & Morrison, 1995; Tidball, 1980;Whitt, 1994), such as student 

satisfaction, involvement, and higher aspirations for an advanced degree, and career aspirations, 
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others indicate that there are serious methodological problems that mitigate the positive findings 

(Kim & Alvarez, 1996; Miller-Bernal, 1989; Riordan, 1994; Stoecker & Pascarella, 1991).  

Several studies dispute the positive influences of a women’s college education. This line 

of research indicates that student background characteristics such as socio-economic status and 

pre-college academic ability, and institutional selectivity variables account for the differences in 

student outcomes, rather than institutional gender. These methodological problems include the 

lack of ability to control for background characteristics (such as student motivation, socio-

economic status, and academic ability), small sample size, and focus on single institutions and 

the selectivity of these institutions.  

In general however, researchers agree that while there are causes for skepticism, the 

majority of studies on women’s colleges show statistically significant impacts on student 

satisfaction, opportunities for leadership, educational aspirations and attainment, career 

aspirations, and occupational outcomes. Key factors found to impact student achievement are 

repeatedly referred to in the literature and include (a) academic expectations, (b) mission and 

history that supports women, (c) female role models, (d) caring, supportive environment (e) 

opportunities for involvement, (f) opportunities to learn about oneself, and (g) peer relationships. 

The majority of the research on women’s colleges indicates that these institutions create 

conditions conducive to the factors above, thus creating circumstances that encourage and 

promote achievement. 

Conclusion 

  In summary, though inconsistencies exist in the literature, the majority of research has 

found that women’s colleges are associated with higher student success than coeducational 

institutions. The preponderance of researchers have found that attending women’s colleges has a 

significant, positive impact on student satisfaction, level of student involvement, educational 
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aspirations and attainment, and career aspirations and occupational attainment. Women’s college 

graduates are more likely to enter male dominated fields of work and achieve higher levels of 

career success than women at coeducational institutions. Women’s colleges provide supportive, 

nurturing environments with an abundance of female role models that encourage achievement 

and success in their students. 
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Chapter 3 

 
Methodology 

 
Although women represent the majority of students in higher education today, field-of- 

study segregation by gender at both the undergraduate and graduate levels still exists. The 

preponderance of evidence suggests that women’s colleges have a uniquely positive impact on a 

number of student outcomes including aspirations for an advanced degree. The literature 

assumes that this impact is the same for all women’s colleges without considering the differences 

in institutional culture among institutional types. In addition, the positive impact of women’s 

colleges on minority students has not been adequately studied.  

The purpose of this study is to explore the impact of the women’s college culture on the 

perceived changes in women’s aspirations and how this may differ between colleges. Because of 

the limited number of minority students at women’s colleges, the only data that was analyzed by 

race pertained to research question 3.  Research questions, 1, 2, 3, and 5 are answered only in 

terms of White women students and do not reflect the experiences of minority women. The 

following research questions guided the study: 

1. How do the following aspects of women’s college culture influence women’s 

aspirations for an advanced degree: (a) academic expectations, (b) mission and history that 

supports women, (c) female role models, (d) caring, supportive environment (e) opportunities for 

involvement, (f) opportunities to learn about oneself, (g) peer relationships, and (h) romantic 

relationships? 

2. What other factors do undergraduate students at women’s colleges perceive as having 

impacted their aspirations for an advanced degree? 

3. Do the reasons women report that they change or maintain their degree aspirations 

differ by race? 
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4. What are the differences in the perceptions of the impact of institutional culture on 

degree aspirations of the three sub-groups (Keepers, Droppers, and Aspirers) at each college? 

5. Is there a difference in the perceptions of the impact of institutional culture on degree 

aspirations of the three sub-groups when comparing two different colleges? 

This chapter describes the methodology to be applied to this study. This includes sample 

selection, instrumentation, data collection procedures, trustworthiness and authenticity, data 

analysis procedures, and limitations. 

Sample Selection 
 

Students. The population from which the sample was selected included undergraduate 

women students from two women’s colleges who were scheduled to graduate in the spring of 

2002. To participate in the study, the student must have been continuously enrolled at the same 

institution for four years.  

 The sample population was further divided into sub-groups according to the type of 

change in their advanced degree aspirations as reported by the student: (a) those who planned to 

obtain an advanced degree upon entering college and no longer plan to (Droppers), (b) those who 

maintained their previous aspirations to attend graduate school (Keepers), (c) and those who did 

not initially aspire to an advanced degree upon entering college but now plan to attend graduate 

school (Aspirers). The Keepers included some students who maintained aspirations for an 

advanced degree but changed their intended field of study.. 

 To identify these groups, the researcher was given permission by both institutions to 

contact the senior class by email. Each senior was sent a message briefly explaining the study 

and asking for her participation based on whether or not she met the criteria of having spent all 

four years of her undergraduate education at the same institution and fitting into one of the three 

categories (Droppers, Keepers, and Aspirers) as described above. To ensure an adequate number 
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of minority participants, contact was made with minority administrators and faculty members at 

each institution. These administrators and faculty members were able to provide helpful support 

in getting participation from minority students. In addition, when the email did not provide 

adequate participant response for a particular group being studied, the researcher identified 

additional participants by visiting senior seminar classes in a variety of fields of study in order to 

solicit participants. Participation by students was encouraged by offering an incentive of $10.00 

per student for each complete interview session. 

At each of the two colleges being studied, eight participants were identified in each of the 

three groups; Droppers, Keepers, and Aspirers. Ten minority students were purposefully added 

to the sample in order to ensure adequate sampling of this underrepresented group for a total of 

34 participants per school. Because of their low representation in each school, all minority 

women who volunteered and met the criteria were interviewed without trying to gain an equal 

distribution by category. Table 1 shows the distribution of participants for each of the three 

groups by college. 

Table 1 
Participant Distribution     ___ 

Student group         College 1    College 2 Total  

Droppers (White)  8             8   16 

Keepers (White)  8            8   16 

Aspirers (White)  8            8   16 

Minorities   10           10   20 

Total   34           34   68 

Institutions. Two women’s colleges, referred to for the purposes of this study as Mt. 

Baker’s College and High Oak College, both located in the Southern region of the United States, 
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were selected for this study. Pseudonyms were assigned to the colleges in order to protect their 

identities. These two colleges were chosen because they are comparable on a number of 

dimensions based on comparison data from the National Common Data Set (NCDS); (2000), the 

U.S. News College Ranking Data (UNCR); (2001), and each institution’s individual Internet 

pages (2001). Recruiting participants from institutions that are comparable on important 

dimensions, like selectivity, provides a degree of control for individual entry characteristics.  

The sources above indicate that Mt. Baker’s College and High Oak College serve very 

similar undergraduate populations. These comparable dimensions are (a) average high school 

grade point average, (b) average SAT scores, (c) financial need of students, (d) institutional 

affiliation, (e) student-to-faculty ratio, (f) study body size, and (g) tuition costs.  

Although data indicate that these two women’s institutions serve students with 

comparable capabilities and financial status, there are differences in the institutions as well. The 

mission statements are somewhat different.  In examining the mission statements of these 

women’s institutions as listed on the Internet, two major differences can be seen. First, High 

Oak’s mission statement starts out stating that the College’s “aim is to prepare women to be 

active, responsible members of the world community.”  Mt. Baker’s, on the other hand indicates 

first that it is “a university dedicated academic excellence and humane values” but does not 

mention women until the second sentence, which states that the institution “offers undergraduate 

liberal arts education for women.” The placement of the colleges’ commitment to women’s 

education within the mission statement is different, with High Oak College including women 

earlier in the mission statement than Mt. Baker’s. This may indicate differences in the level of 

dedication the institutions have towards educating women. 

The other major difference in the mission statements of High Oak College and Mt. 

Baker’s College is their commitment to life-long learning. High Oak College states that its 
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curriculum is organized to “equip the student for graduate and professional education, and 

encourages the individual to continue to learn long after leaving High Oak.”  In contrast, the Mt. 

Baker’s College mission statement does not specifically mention preparation for graduate work 

or life-long learning but states that the Mt. Baker’s College curriculum “prepares students for 

lives of active learning, fulfilling work, personal growth, achievement, and service to society.” 

These statements indicate that Mt. Baker’s College and High Oak College differ in regards to 

their emphasis on advanced education.  

The use of High Oak College and Mt. Baker’s College as sites for this study is beneficial 

in several ways. First, the students from both institutions are comparable in terms of their 

academic capabilities and their financial status as well as other important dimensions. Second, 

although there are similarities in the student body, there are differences in the mission statements 

that suggest that the institutions may have different institutional cultures that set them apart from 

one another and may have an impact on student aspirations for an advanced degree. Third, both 

Mt. Baker’s College and High Oak College are located in the Southern part of the United States, 

which allowed the researcher greater flexibility in spending ample time at both institutions to 

conduct this study.  

Instrumentation 

A semi-structured interview protocol was used for this study. The protocol began with 

questions asking the students to reflect on aspects of their environment that may have had an 

impact on their aspirations for an advanced degree. Seven categories derived from the literature 

were used as leading questions in order to confirm or dispute previous research findings. These 

categories were selected based on their repetition within the research and included (a) academic 

expectations, (b) mission and history that supports women, (c) female role models, (d) caring, 



  Culture and Aspirations 44
  
  
  

 

   
supportive environment (e) opportunities for involvement, (f) opportunities to learn about 

oneself, and (g) peer relationships.  

In addition, the participants were asked if there were any other factors that they felt might 

have impacted their aspirations for an advanced degree in order to identify any new themes that 

have not been mentioned previously. The interview protocol appears in Appendix C. 

 The term environment was used in the interview protocol when referring to college 

culture. College students may have difficulty with the definition of culture and would better 

understand the word environment. 

Data Collection Procedures 
 
 Prior to data collection, a proposal for the study was submitted to the Internal Review 

Board of Virginia Tech. Once approved, participant solicitation began. The method for soliciting 

participants is listed above in the sample selection section of this chapter. 

 After respondents were prescreened for qualifications, meeting times were scheduled 

with eligible participants. Before the interview began, a signed consent form was obtained from 

the participant. This form explained the purpose of the study, its procedures, procedures to 

ensure confidentiality, their compensation for participating, the fact that they could withdraw 

from the study at any time, that the proper approval was given by the University to perform the 

study, and the request for their consent as a participant. The form also explained how the 

information obtained from the interview would be used.  

 To ensure accuracy, the sessions were audio recorded. These recordings were then 

transcribed verbatim. The interviews took approximately one hour to complete. The researcher 

recorded field notes following each interview. The purpose of these notes was to provide context 

for the interviews. These field notes contained observations about the participant, including her 

nonverbal behavior and her interest and enthusiasm. 
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 It was important to the study that participants feel free to articulate their opinions. As a 

means of protecting the identities of the participants in the study, the women were assigned 

aliases and any identifying information such as their hometowns was fictionalized. 

 Due to the possibility that most students may not know exactly what their college’s 

mission statement or history is, participants were asked to discuss the values of the institution 

(what the institution feels is important) as a way to get to the issue of mission and history. 

Data Analysis Procedures 
 
 A modified constant comparative method was used to analyze the interview data. The 

constant comparative method was developed by Glaser and Straus (1967) as a means of creating 

grounded theory but has been adopted and modified by qualitative researchers not necessarily 

seeking to develop substantive theory. This method consists of the constant comparison of 

interview responses with others (Merriman, 1998). The design used here is referred to as a 

modified constant comparative design because of the fact that tentative categories have already 

been established for this study based on information from the literature, although analysis of 

interview responses may lead to the emergence of new categories as well. These categories are 

then compared again to each other and other groups that exist in the data (Merriam, 1998). The 

qualitative data analysis software, Nudist, was used to organize the data and assist in comparing 

categories of data. 

A coding scheme was developed in order to track the categories. Hypotheses were then 

drawn from the relationships and properties of these coded categories of data. The comparisons 

of data groups in order to form these hypotheses were conducted in three different steps. 

Summary information about how the data analysis was conducted is presented in Table 2.  

The first step of data analysis was confirming existing themes and identifying any new 

themes that have emerged in order to answer research question number one. The data were sorted 
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according to the seven pre-established categories of aspects that may influence degree aspirations 

and the other categories that contained new themes. Because of the low number of minority 

students available in the population being studied, the first analysis step (confirming themes from 

existing literature and identifying any new themes) is the only one in which race could be 

studied. The comparisons of these themes by race answers research question number three. Had 

it been feasible in any of the other data analysis steps, race would have been studied in those as 

well. 

The second step of data analysis was to compare the themes confirmed or identified in 

step one by the three sample groups; Keepers, Droppers, and Aspirers. This step identified 

aspects of the culture that the White students perceived as having influenced these groups in 

similar or different ways and answered research questions number three. 

The third step of data analysis for this study was to compare the themes confirmed or 

identified in step one by the three sample groups for the two different colleges. This step  

examined any similarities or differences in how the culture of each institution impacted the 

individual sample groups and answered research question number four.  
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Table 2 
Data Analyses Steps__________________________________________ 

_______Variable(s) Comparison Variable(s) 1   Comparison Variable 2 

Step 1 

 Themes  Race 

Step 2 

 Themes  Keepers 

    Droppers 

    Aspirers 

Step 3 

 Themes  Keepers   College 

    Droppers   College 

    Aspirers   College____ 

 

Trustworthiness and Authenticity 
 

Several strategies were used in order to enhance the credibility of the study. First, several 

pilot interviews were conducted and reviewed with the committee chair in order to refine 

interview techniques. In addition, the transcripts of these interviews were shared with the 

committee chair of this study in order to provide triangulation (using multiple methods to 

confirm the emerging findings) during the development of the coding scheme (Merriman, 1998). 

Another concern of this study was ensuring that the interviewer interpreted the interview                   

responses with as much accuracy as possible. In order to increase the credibility of the study,  
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conclusions and observations made during the interviews were verified as the interview 

progressed. This was accomplished by performing member checks. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

indicate that member checks are ways in which to allow the participant to review and verify 

interpretations of data. Member checks were conducted by having the researcher restate the 

participant’s statements and ask for clarity to increase understanding. Participants were able to 

correct or change the researcher’s understanding of their responses during the interview process. 

The researcher was aware of the chance of conducting an interview where insufficient 

data may be collected for all the items in the protocol. When this occurred, the participant was  

dropped and interviews were continued until the number of needed participants for each group 

was reached at each college. These unusable interviews were not included in the data analysis 

but the reasons for their exclusion are explained in the findings section of this study in Chapter 4. 

Limitations 
 
 As with any research study, there are limitations that must be acknowledged. The major 

limitations of this study relate to the participants. The participants of this study were self-

selected. Self-selected students who volunteer to participate in a study may be more involved in 

their college experience. Involved students are more socially and academically motivated than 

students who are not so involved (Kuh, G. D., et. al., 1991). On one hand, this will lead to 

students who are more aware of their environment and thus are able to reflect better on the 

culture of their institution. However, it also may mean that the findings of this study are true for 

involved students but may not be representative of those students who are not so involved. It is 

the attempt of qualitative research to deeply explore the experiences of individuals, not to control 

their experiences. Qualitative research is not intended to be generalizable across all students and 

recognizes that each individual may experience the same situation differently (Merriman, 1998). 
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 In addition the researcher attempted to control for individual differences among 

participants such as ability or achievement levels by using institutions with comparable student 

body statistics. Although the student bodies of these two institutions are very similar, this does 

not fully control for individual differences among participants. It must also be noted that one of 

the institutions used in this study has a graduate program and is classified as a university, which 

may impact the culture of the institution as well as those factors, pre-determined by the literature.  

 Another caveat of this study is that the data are based on the perceptions of the 

participants. Like all qualitative research based on the perceptions of participants at a given point 

of time, there is no way to guarantee that the participants’ recollections of their degree 

aspirations upon entry to college are accurate. Studying the perceptions of students however, will 

provide rich data and an opportunity to explore themes not identified in the literature.  

 Although the literature reveals that there are several different categories of women’s 

colleges, this study uses two Southern women’s colleges.  On one hand, this may be considered a 

limitation to the study’s purpose of exploring differences in a diverse range of women’s college 

cultures. On the other hand, it provides a unique perspective of differences in culture even within 

the same categorical subset of women’s colleges. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 
 
 Chapter 4 reports the findings of this study about the perceived impact of institutional 

culture on the advanced degree aspirations of students at two southern women’s colleges that I 

have given the pseudonym of Mt. Baker’s College and High Oak College. After an agreement 

was reached with administrators at the participating colleges, an email was forwarded to all 

seniors with an invitation to participate (See Appendix A). Many responses were received.  A 

total of 58 interviews were conducted with 48 White students, 9 African American students, and 

1 Korean American student. Participants were divided into groups depending on their plans for 

after graduation.  These groupings consisted of  (a) those who planned to obtain an advanced 

degree upon entering college and no longer plan to (Droppers), (b) those who maintained their 

previous aspirations to attend graduate school (Keepers) and, (c) those who did not initially 

aspire to an advanced degree upon entering college but now plan to attend graduate school 

(Aspirers). The sampling technique was purposeful with 8 White students in each of these three 

categories. Minorities were not included in these three categories due to their low numbers. Once 

these three categories were filled, not further participants were accepted. Two of the interviews 

were not used because they proved to not be information-rich and they were replaced with two 

other students who had responded to the email and fit in the same corresponding group.  After 

eight interviews, it was evident that data saturation had occurred and the repetition of themes was 

evident. The women interviewed told rich and vivid stories of their undergraduate experiences 

and reflected on their college’s culture and the impact they felt it has had on their future plans. 

The women were bright and articulate and showed a sincere interest in helping me to understand 

their individual experiences.   

Findings for each of the five research questions are presented in the following sections.  
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Research Questions 1, 2, 4, and 5 deal only with the responses of White women.  Findings from 

the responses of the women identified by the institution as minorities appear in the discussion of 

the third research question.  In contrast to previous chapters in this study where third person is 

used, Chapters 4 and 5 use first person in order to better reflect the opinions and perceptions of 

the researcher. 

Research Question #1: The Perceived Impact of Institutional Culture 
 
 The first research question was designed to reveal what White undergraduate students at 

women’s colleges perceive as the impact of the institutional culture on their aspirations for an 

advanced degree.  In order to answer this question, students were asked about specific aspects of 

college culture found to impact advanced degree aspirations, such as (a) academic expectations, 

(b) mission and history that supports women, (c) female role models, (d) a caring, supportive 

environment, (e) opportunities for involvement, (f) opportunities to learn about oneself, (g) peer 

relationships, and (h) romantic relationships.   

It became obvious during the pilot interviews that there was a need to clarify some of 

these categories.  When the issue of female role models was raised, some students pointed out 

that it was a male role model that had most influenced their decision to go on to graduate school 

so when referring to role models in future interviews, women/other role models was used.   

In addition, it became evident after the first few interviews that peer/romantic relationships 

needed to be divided into two separate categories.  The responses to each of these two different 

issues differed greatly. Although both peer relations and romantic relations had an impact on the 

participants’ aspirations, the impact of romantic relationships tended to override peer 

relationships and thus need to be analyzed separately.  
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Academic Expectations 

Academic expectations refer to the level and quality of work that is expected by the 

college or university of the members of the community.  The perception of high-level academic 

expectations by students is associated with increased aspirations for an advanced degree. 

Students in this study reported that academic expectations have both a positive and a negative 

impact on their aspirations.   

 Those expressing a positive impact of academic expectations on their aspirations for an 

advanced degree indicated that being pushed to do their best encouraged or maintained their 

aspirations. The following statement by a student at Mt. Baker’s College reflects the positive 

impact of academic expectations for some students. 

I don’t feel like the College really pushes us one way or another (graduate school 

or work)- they expect us to do our best and to be successful at what we do.  We 

are expected to do the work and I think that has shown me that I am capable of 

going to grad school whereas before, no one ever really pushed me to work harder 

and I didn’t feel I would make it in grad school.  Now I know that I can. (Abby, 

Mt. Baker’s, Aspirer) 

 Negative impacts of academic expectations on aspirations for an advanced degree fell 

into two categories. The first category, referred to in this study as the Burn-Out effect, is vividly 

described by students. The following statement summarizes the feelings expressed by them. 

Things have been so intense here.  This isn’t a place where you can get away with 

not doing your homework. The classes are so small that they know exactly who is 

doing the work and who is not so there is not any “getting-by” here.  We are 

expected to put 100 percent into our class-work.  I feel like I have had my nose in 

a book for four years and honestly I can’t imagine going right back into an 
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academic setting in graduate school.  It’s not just me. All my friends say they 

need a break as well.  If it wasn’t so academically intense here, maybe I would 

consider graduate school right away but honestly, we are just all burnt-out after 

four years here. Don’t get me wrong though. I am glad it was intense because I 

learned a lot while I was here. (Susie, High Oak College, Dropper) 

 The women students were glad that their undergraduate education was rigorous and they 

felt they received a good education, but they did not feel physically or mentally capable of 

continuing their studies immediately following undergraduate experiences. In some cases they 

indicated that they never wanted to go back to school. Thus, the higher academic expectations of 

these colleges caused them to put off or terminate plans for graduate school.   

The second negative impact of academic expectations on the advanced degree aspirations 

of students is the Work-Force Confidence effect. Although it did have a negative impact on the 

advanced degree aspirations of students, this effect was not perceived by the women describing it 

as negative.  The women expressing this work-force confidence spoke highly of their educations 

and felt well equipped with the tools to succeed in the work force. They expressed high levels of 

confidence in their abilities and many indicated that they have already received offers from well-

known companies.  They felt that their undergraduate degrees were highly respected by the 

community as well as top employers. Many of these students had participated in study abroad 

programs or internships in their field of study and these experiences helped to raise their 

confidence about working in their chosen field.   

I definitely think that I can be competitive in the work force now even without 

graduate school. We are given a lot of responsibility here and I am doing things 

that even some of my friends in graduate school aren’t doing yet.  They really let 

us get hands-on experience and in my field that is more important than graduate 
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school to a lot of employers. I definitely think my internship experience was one 

of the most important things I have done for my career and the College definitely 

expects us to try to get these kinds of hands on experience. (Deanna, Mt. Baker’s 

College, Dropper) 

Some students indicated that the high academic expectations and the internship 

opportunities had led then to believe that there was no need further education.  On the other 

hand, others felt that the academic expectations made them feel highly capable of attending 

graduate school whereas they had not before. The majority of students felt that high academic 

expectations they had experienced while in college had influenced them to continue with their 

education. However, a substantial number of students indicated that the high academic 

expectations had the reverse effect on them and actually discouraged their plans for graduate 

study. 

Mission and History 

 The mission and history of a college indicates the purpose of the institution along with 

many other traits such as what the institution feels is important and what values are supported by 

the college’s administration. Overall the women in this study perceived a very positive impact of 

the institution’s mission and history on their aspirations for an advanced degree. Most students 

had no problem expressing what they perceived as the values of the institution and whether these 

may have impacted their decisions about graduate school.  The women discussed the positive 

impact of “women-centered education” and an emphasis on strong, successful women. 

The College believes that it is important for women to be educated. It is important 

for us to know that women can be successful and the College wants us to have an 

environment that will help us be our very best. Everything is about women here--

our classes integrate women’s issues and we have successful women speakers all 
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the time.  I have never felt more confidence in my academic abilities than I have 

during my time here and I know that graduate school is within my reach now. 

(Christy, Mt. Baker’s College, Aspirer) 

 Although most of the women in this study expressed an overall positive impact of 

institutional mission on their degree aspirations, there were some that expressed concern over 

what they described as a “clash between traditional values and modern values.”  Some students 

indicated that this clash in values had a negative impact on their degree aspirations.  The 

following comments of two students reflect these concerns. 

I don’t know… sometimes I think the College can’t decide whether it wants to 

support the traditional values such as getting married and having a family or the 

modern woman who goes to graduate school or is successful in the workforce. It 

can be kind of confusing. On the one hand, I have professors encouraging me to 

go on to graduate school but then there is this sense on campus that you should be 

dating someone steadily and even engaged by your senior year. There are actual 

campus activities and the weekend trips to the men’s colleges too that kind of 

support those traditional values.  (Regina, High Oak College, Dropper) 

Another student discussing this clash in values described a particular tradition on campus in the 

following statement. 

Have you heard about the “ring game”?  Well, these are traditional parties on 

campus where everyone gets in a circle and passes their engagement ring around.  

Everyone goes to these to see who is engaged and who has the nicest ring. It has 

been going on forever I think. They just started what they call the “scroll game” 

where everyone passes around their acceptance to grad school but hardly anyone 

goes to those.  Everybody who is anybody is at the “ring games” though. I am not 
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engaged yet, but I definitely felt the pressure over the past few years.  If I were 

engaged, I might not be making plans for graduate school at this point. (Carrie, 

High Oak College, Keeper) 

 Although women from both institutions talked about a clash between traditional and 

modern views of women at their schools, more students at High Oak College expressed conflict 

over the issue than those from Mt. Baker’s College. The culture of High Oak College was 

perceived by its student participants as being “conservative” but trying to support the modern 

day woman.  Mt. Baker’s College students on the other hand, perceived their college as much 

more liberal. There were important differences between colleges in terms of the perceived impact 

of the values of the institution on plans for graduate education, which will be further discussed 

when between-college differences are examined below. The majority of students expressing 

concern over this issue were in the Dropper category. While there were a few Keepers with these 

concerns, there were not any Aspirers who expressed concerns over the college’s views of 

women’s roles.  

Women/Other Role Models 

 The category of women and other role models refers to constituents of the college 

including but not limited to the faculty, staff, administration, alumni, and board of trustees 

members. Overall, having more women in higher positions within the institution was perceived 

by these students as having a positive impact on their degree aspirations. The following 

statements are indicative of the positive views students expressed of the female role models they 

came in contact with at their college.   

I never saw so many women with Ph.D.s in one place before coming here. It was 

definitely motivating to me to have successful women all around me. (Denise, Mt. 

Baker’s College, Aspirer) 
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Another student viewed the women professors’ ability to juggle both work and family 

positively.  

The professor that most encouraged me to go to grad school is truly inspiring. She 

has two Ph.D.s I believe and still has time for family and kids.  I guess seeing her 

and everything that she does lets me know that if she can do it, I can do it too. 

(Melissa, High Oak College, Aspirer) 

An unexpected finding from the study was that a number of women reported that male 

role models had the greatest impact in their decision about graduate education. Statements such 

as those below reflect the perceived importance of male role models for many of the women in 

this study.   

I know that women role models are supposed to be really great at women’s 

colleges but honestly, those who have encouraged me the most have been male.  

My academic advisor is male and he is always telling me that I am smart enough 

to do anything. He is the most intelligent person I have been in contact with here. 

(Amy, Mt. Baker’s College, Keeper) 

 Another student emphasized the different perceptions of the roles of women and 

men in her comment. 

I just haven’t had a real good connection with any women role models on campus.  

Sometimes I think that is because they are juggling work and families, they don’t 

have as much time to spend discussing graduate school and things.  I have two 

male professors that really take the time to work with me and they seem to know 

more about different graduate schools and what other colleges expect. (Sally, 

High Oak College, Aspirer) 
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 These students and many others used words such as intelligent and knowledgeable when 

describing male role models. When describing female role models, they used words such as 

caring and understanding and talked about their many roles as mothers, wives, and professionals. 

This seems to incorporate stereotypical notions of men and women, which is surprising given 

this particular sample. The students who expressed having been influenced more by male role 

models than by female role models were often concentrated in fields of study that are male-

dominated such as math, science, and government.  There were however, occasional cases in 

which women had male role models in fields of study such as art and music.  One student tried to 

explain why her major role models at a women’s college had been men.   

Well, all through your life you see men in the highest roles so everyone tends to 

look up to them.  It is only natural that it would be hard to get away from that 

even when you come to a women’s college.  I think also with all the women 

around here, I tend to miss my father more and maybe I look for that father figure 

in my male professors. (Tracy, High Oak College, Aspirer) 

 The impact of male role models on students at women’s colleges was suggested by 

members of the pilot study but was unexpected because it was not an issue raised in the 

literature. It will be discussed further in Chapter 5.  

Caring and Supportive Environment 

 Caring and supportive college environments have been found to increase the likelihood of 

success for some students.  This category is defined by students in different ways including being 

made to feel that they are important, being able to establish close relationships with faculty and 

staff, and being given individual attention. The data from this study indicate that there are both 

positive and negative effects of a women’s college’s caring and supportive environment on the 

advanced degree aspirations of their students.     
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 Some students perceived that the caring and supportive environment positively impacted 

their plans for further education due to the increased self-confidence they gained. An example of 

this is expressed in the following statement. 

I definitely think that if I had been in a less caring environment where the 

professors could care less what you do and no one tells you that you can 

accomplish anything if you want to, I would not be going on to graduate school.  I 

have really grown to be secure about my abilities here whereas before, I had little 

confidence that I could go on to graduate school. (Abby, Mt. Baker’s College, 

Aspirer) 

 Other students underscored the importance of having professors that know them 

personally. 

I think if people hadn’t cared about me here or if I was just one of 500 students 

like at my friend’s school, I might not have chosen to go to graduate school. My 

professors really take the time to get to know me.  Some of them I know on a first 

name basis now and they were glad to give me references for graduate school. 

How hard would it be to get a reference when your professor doesn’t even know 

your name?  I definitely think that the care and support I have received here has 

really made a difference in my plans for graduate school. (Melanie, High Oak 

College, Aspirer) 

 In addition to these positive impacts, a many of the women interviewed also described 

the perceived negative impacts of the caring and supportive environment of their women’s 

college.  The woman quoted below described what was often referred to as the Bubble effect of 

women’s colleges. 
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You hear it all the time…that we live in a Bubble here and that we won’t be able 

to make it in the real world.  It is kind of scary and my friends and I talk about it a 

lot.  The environment here is so caring and supportive, we wonder how we would 

handle graduate school in a much more competitive environment where the 

professors don’t care so much. (Sandra, High Oak College, Dropper) 

Other students indicated that the caring environment pleased them and they also wanted 

to have the same caring environment in the graduate school setting. As one student reasoned, this 

limits their options, however, since there are no known all-women graduate schools in the United 

States.  

Everybody says that we will have trouble fitting into “reality.” You know, we live 

in some sort of Bubble here and we won’t know how to act in classrooms with 

men.  Maybe that’s true.  I would like to go to graduate school if I could go to an 

all women’s college. That would be great. (Susie, Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 

 For some women, the increased confidence given to them by the caring and supportive 

environment of their women’s college inspired them to continue their education.  For others 

however, the caring environment actually lowered their confidence in their abilities to function in 

an educational environment much different from what they had been exposed to at the women’s 

college.  These differences could be explained by personality differences.  For some students, 

their educational aspirations seemed to not waiver regardless of their educational experiences, 

whereas others were highly impacted them. Those who did not waiver often expressed an 

educational motivation that has been with them since childhood. 

Opportunities for Involvement 

 Opportunities for involvement include chances to participate in various activities both on 

and off campus such as clubs, athletics, and student government. These activities were perceived 
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by the women in this study as having either a positive or negative impact on their aspirations for 

an advanced degree.   

 The students who perceived the impact of their opportunities for involvement as having a 

positive impact on their aspirations for an advanced degree described the value of the lessons 

they had learned from these experiences. The following statement illustrates this sentiment. 

I was able to do things here that I couldn’t do in high school. I was president of 

my department’s club for the past three years and I served on several committees 

as well as student government.  I feel so much more confident in my abilities 

now. I have actually been in charge of major projects and they like that sort of 

thing in grad school.  I definitely think it has helped me in my decision to go to 

graduate school. (Denise, Mt. Baker’s College, Aspirer) 

The statement above expresses the perceived tie between involvement and confidence that 

participants felt was influential in their decision to attend graduate school. 

As with academic expectations, students repeatedly mentioned that the Burn-Out effect 

negatively impacted plans for an advanced degree. Over-involvement in out-of-class activities 

was clearly one reason for Burn-Out, as the student quoted below expressed. 

Yes, I have been involved here. Too involved actually.  I’m really tired of having 

so much on my shoulders. It was a big responsibility. They really let us run things 

around here as far as the student government goes and I know that I learned a lot, 

but I am glad in a way that it is over and I don’t have all that responsibility 

anymore. I definitely need a break now. I think it will be at least a few years 

before I go back to school. (Renee, High Oak College, Dropper) 

 These women indicated that although they were glad to have so many opportunities for 

involvement, they saw it as having negatively impacted their motivation to attend graduate 
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school.  Their feelings of exhaustion were evident as they described the many nights and 

weekends spent working on activities for various clubs and organizations.  They perceived their 

involvement experiences as being positive; teaching them communication, leadership, and 

teamwork skills, and some students were able to see themselves applying the things they learned 

from these experiences in a graduate school setting. However, many students felt that they had 

taken on too much and needed to get away from that level of involvement. 

Opportunities to Learn About Oneself  

  Opportunities to learn about oneself include things such as being able to explore interests 

and talents and to learn about one’s background through history and culture studies. There were 

both positive and negative perceptions of the impact of opportunities to learn about oneself on 

advanced degree aspirations. When asked about the perceived impact of opportunities to learn 

about oneself, many students made comments referring to the general education or liberal arts 

aspect of their college education. They all expressed appreciation of the liberal arts curriculum in 

helping them to explore different fields of study that they had never been exposed to before. For 

some students, however, the impact of this freedom to choose often brought on conflicts when 

making decisions about graduate school, while others only saw benefits that they termed “love of 

learning.” 

I absolutely loved being able to choose a major but also take classes to explore 

my other interests.  I could be a science major and still take art and music classes. 

They don’t restrict what fields we take classes from and they encourage us to 

explore as many areas as possible. So, I don’t feel like college has been a chore 

like my friends at other universities do.  In fact, this college has instilled in me 

this passion for learning. I was never excited about doing homework but here I 

have taken classes that I have even done extra reading for just because it was so 
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interesting.  I decided to go on to graduate school by my sophomore year.  I know 

it is this college that made me love learning so much and I can’t imagine stopping 

now.  (Sue, Mt. Baker’s College, Aspirer) 

 On the other hand, some students found the variety of classes they were exposed to in the 

general education requirements confusing and felt that this may have had an impact on their 

decision not to attend graduate school in the near future. The next statement illustrates this. 

I loved being able to take classes in many different areas but now that I am a 

senior and thinking about graduate school, I have so many different interests that I 

can’t decided what I would want to go to graduate school for. (Leslie, High Oak 

College, Dropper) 

 Indeed, although students expressed a positive outlook on the ability to explore 

themselves through different fields of study, some students expressed concern. Often, however, 

having too many options had a negative impact on their plans for further education because it 

made it more difficult for them to choose an area to focus on in graduate school. Most of the 

women in this study acknowledged that there were definitely negative effects of this aspect of 

college culture. Some were able to overcome this while others were not.  For some, learning 

more about subjects they had not previously been exposed to created an urge to continue 

learning. For others, it was confusing and interfered with their ability to focus on one subject 

area. This is something they felt was necessary for graduate work.  

Peer Relations 

Peer relations consist of those close relationships, other than romantic relationships, 

established by students with other students or non-students during their college careers. 

Participants clearly perceived that peers significantly impacted their decision to attend graduate 

school.  Some indicated that their peers positively impacted their plans whereas others reported a 
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negative impact.  Romantic relationships seemed to neutralize the effect of the impact of peer 

relationships. For example, even when a woman’s peers were all planning to attend graduate 

school, if there was a romantic relationship involved that was not supportive of graduate 

education, the views of the peers did not have the same level of impact. In most cases, having a 

romantic relationship overpowered the influence of peers for the women in this study. 

 In some cases, peers were perceived to positively influence each other in terms of 

pursuing an advanced degree.  Some students surrounded themselves with peers who had the 

same interest and were likely to follow the shared pursuits of the group regarding graduate 

education.  The following statement indicates this type of peer impact on advanced degree 

aspirations.  

I am around women here that love school just as much as me. We all study 

together and have the same thoughts about partying.  We do our homework during 

the week and if we have time on the weekend, we take a break and hang out.  I 

think that they are highly motivating for me. We all sit around and discuss grad 

schools.  I definitely think that if they weren’t so motivated, I wouldn’t be.  

(Kelly, Mt. Baker’s College, Keeper) 

Students also perceived living in residence halls arranged by field of study as motivating 

for them. 

 I live in the fine arts hall and we all have the same things in common. We go to 

shows together and are always talking about art in some way or another. We share 

our work with each other and hang out doing things we like to do on the 

weekends.  In high school I didn’t have this type of support from my friends.  

Most of my friends are going to grad school and a few are not but I definitely 
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think that being around people who love art as much as me has made me want to 

go on and take graduate level classes. (Marie, Mt. Baker’s College, Aspirer) 

Being around women with similar interests had a positive impact on most participants.  Being 

able to share their thoughts, feelings, and hopes for the future with women with similar dreams 

was central in their decisions about graduate education 

Some students’ responses indicated a negative impact of peers on their decision to attend 

graduate school.  However, these students often did not necessarily feel that the impact was 

negative.  The following statement by one student reflects this sentiment. 

My friends and I are looking more towards the job market than grad school 

anyways.  I used to think about grad school some and my parents would like for 

me to go, but having friends who feel the same way that I do helps me to think 

that I have made the right decision. If I had friends that were all going to graduate 

school, I would probably feel left out but it would still be my decision. (Betty, 

High Oak College, Dropper) 

 Students had peers that validated their decisions about advanced education, but in 

different ways.  Those having peers that shared the same interest in their chosen field of 

study and in graduate education felt that their decision to go to graduate school was 

supported by these peer relationships. Those who chose not to attend graduate school 

seemed to look to their peers for validation that their decision was okay.    

Romantic Relationships 

 The romantic relationships category describes relationships during the college years of an 

amorous nature. The majority of women in this study expressed that romantic relationships had a 

negative impact on their aspirations for an advanced degree. Some of them were not in a 

relationship at the time, but could reflect on their peers who were in romantic relationships.   
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They also reported that if they had been in a romantic relationship, their decisions about graduate 

school would have been harder.   

I am not in a committed relationship right now but I see how it has impacted some 

of my friends.  I have one friend that was going to med school and has now 

decided to put that off for a few years so she can get married first.  Another friend 

of mine is still going to graduate school but she has decided only to apply to 

schools that are close to her hometown where her boyfriend lives.  I told her that 

was a waste of her talent--that she should be applying to better schools but she 

doesn’t listen. (Charlie, High Oak College, Keeper) 

 Some were ashamed to admit that they had made changes in their plans because of a 

romantic relationship. They often seemed to relate their relationships to their future monetary 

stability. 

I know it sounds bad and I even hate to say it but I guess I had planned on going 

to graduate school before I met D. but now, I think I will wait. He is older than 

me and has a good job so it is not so important that I go to graduate school right 

now. (Carrie, High Oak College, Dropper) 

Some students indicated that because their boyfriend was not supportive of their 

decisions, they had changed their minds about attending graduate school. One student discussed 

this in the following passage. 

It sounds weak to say this but K. is not very supportive of graduate school. He 

doesn’t really feel it is necessary. We have argued about it a few times and I still 

think I might go to grad school later, but for now, I guess I won’t. It would be 

better if he were more supportive of that sort of thing. (Ellen, Mt. Baker’s 

College, Dropper) 
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Afraid of ruining the relationship, students indicating that their boyfriend was not 

supportive of their plans for graduate education often said that they did not continue to pursue 

the issue. These students often did not express the gains in self-confidence that other women 

participants described.  They also agreed with their boyfriends that long distance relationships do 

not work well.  When I questioned if the boyfriends had ever considered moving with them, they 

indicated that their boyfriends already had secure jobs elsewhere and were not willing to give 

that up. 

 Seven women in this study volunteered information that they were involved in same-sex 

relationships. The perceived negative impact of romantic relationships on advanced degree 

aspirations was lower for women who were in same-sex relationships.  In most cases, women in 

same-sex relationships described their partners as being supportive of their decision to attend 

graduate school. Even if their partners were not attending graduate school themselves, a number 

of students indicated that their partner was more than willing to relocate with them. For example, 

one student noted: 

I am actually dating one of my classmates here and she is very supportive of my 

going to graduate school.  We are both going to apply to schools and we have 

decided that we will make it work no matter how far our schools are from each 

other.  I have friends whose boyfriends are not so supportive and they really 

struggle with these decisions. I am lucky, I think. (Hillary, Mt. Baker’s College, 

Keeper) 

Another student’s partner was not interested in graduate school but was 

supportive of her desires to further her education. 

The woman I am dating isn’t going to graduate school but she said she would 

move wherever I wanted to go.  She doesn’t feel like graduate school is for her 
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but if I want to go, it is no problem. She has never had anything negative to say 

about my plans.  She is actually my motivator and is helping me to apply to 

colleges. (Myra, Mt. Baker’s College, Aspirer) 

Research Question 1 aimed to confirm factors that have been reported in the literature to 

impact students’ aspirations for an advanced degree.  The results of this study support the current 

literature on the impact of these aspects of college culture on women’s aspirations for an 

advanced degree. These include (a) academic expectations, (b) mission and history supporting 

women, (c) female role models,  (d) a caring, supportive environment, (e) opportunities for 

involvement, (f) opportunities to learn about oneself, (g) peer relationships, and (h) romantic 

relationships. This study also found that there are negative impacts as well that are significant 

and should be addressed. Findings from Research Question 1 also uncovered several other 

factors that students perceive as having an impact on their advanced degree aspirations.  These 

new emerging categories included self-concept, familial influences, emotional needs, and 

financial situation. These are discussed in the findings of Research Question 2. 

Research Question #2:  The Perceived Impact of Other Factors 
 
 During the interview, I asked participants if there were any other factors that affected 

their decisions about future education. Categories emerged from what students perceived as 

having nothing to do with the college culture they had been exposed to. These issues revolved 

around their personalities, their families, their desire to be taken seriously, and their financial 

situation. 

Personality 

A number of participants perceived their own personalities as having a positive impact on 

their advanced degree aspirations. They felt that although they enjoyed their experience at a 

women’s college and saw definite positive aspects of the culture, no matter what college they 
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had been at, they would have made the same decision. They perceived their personalities as 

being highly motivated and not affected by outside influences.  These students spoke confidently 

during their interviews and seemed to be very comfortable with themselves. The following two 

women discussed this concept. 

I definitely enjoyed being here in this kind of environment and it was good for me 

but I think that no matter what, I was going to go to graduate school anyways.  It 

is just my personality.  Even as a child I would never give up on anything and this 

is something that I have wanted to do for a long time. (Eugenia, High Oak 

College, Keeper) 

Honestly, I don’t think any of these factors about the college culture had anything 

to do with my decision to go to graduate school.  I had always known that I would 

go and I would have found a way to do it somehow. I don’t think it hurt my 

decision in any way but I don’t think it had much to do with helping it either. 

(Ruth, Mt. Baker’s College, Keeper) 

These students had high levels of self-confidence and motivation that they did not attribute to 

college culture. They did not perceive the college culture as having any impact on their decisions 

although they felt their undergraduate experiences had been good.  The students who spoke of 

this issue belonged to the Keeper category and had maintained their aspirations for an advanced 

degree. 

Familial Influences 

Many of the women in this study expressed a high level of familial influence on their 

decisions about graduate education.  One group of students indicated that they were the first in 

their families to receive a college degree. This had both positive and negative effects on their 
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graduate plans.  For some, their parents wanted them to have better lives than their own and 

encouraged them to continue their educations. This is reflected in the statement below. 

I am the first person in my family to go to college and my parents really want to 

see me go on to graduate school.  They think that graduate school is like the best 

thing a person can have.  They are always telling me that they want me to have an 

easier life than they had. I guess they just want me to do my best and be able to 

get a good job when I get out.  They brag about me to the family all the time. 

(Mindy, High Oak College, Aspirer) 

Some students indicated that their families had always expected them to attend graduate 

school and this had encouraged them. In most cases either one or both of the parents had gone to 

graduate school themselves. 

My parents have talked about my going to graduate school since as far back as I 

can remember.  My dad has two master’s degrees and I think they have both just 

always wanted me to go on and get at least one.  So I have grown up knowing that 

graduate school was the next step after the bachelor’s.  It is just like high school is 

the next step after middle school. It is just something that comes next and I never 

questioned whether I would go or not.  (Heather, Mt. Baker’s College, Keeper) 

 For other first generation college students, familial impact on graduate school plans was 

negative. These students expressed that their families did not see the importance of more 

education and felt the undergraduate degree was enough.  They often expressed a need to get out 

of school and help their families and graduate education would prolong their inability to do so. 

The following statement reflects these issues.   

I had thought about graduate school but honestly, I am the first person in my 

family to go to college at all and my family thinks I am a queen or something for 
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getting my bachelor’s.  They definitely don’t see the need for me to go on to 

graduate school. They feel this degree is plenty enough and they want me to get 

out and get a good job now. I feel lucky just to have gotten this far myself so I 

don’t think I will be going on to graduate school. (Sandra, High Oak College, 

Dropper) 

 Some parents encouraged students by expressing that they wanted them to have better 

lives and by having higher levels of education themselves. Discouraging familial aspects were 

families that needed financial help from students or did not see the value in continuing education 

past the undergraduate level. 

Need to be Taken Seriously 

Another category mentioned often by the women in this study that they perceived as 

having a strong impact on their decision to go on to graduate school was their need to prove 

themselves, to gain respect from their peers and their families, or to be taken seriously.  One 

woman described the desire to earn respect in her community when she said 

I think one of the main reasons I am going to graduate school is to prove a point 

to everyone in my hometown that I can do it.  I was a decent student in high 

school but no one ever thought I would make it this far.  My mother is going to 

put the announcement that I have been accepted to graduate school in the local 

paper and I can’t wait to go home for the summer…. I think I will get a lot more 

respect with a master’s degree and that is very important for me. (Candice, Mt. 

Baker’s College, Keeper) 

Another student expressed her need to be taken seriously in these words. 

I want to go to graduate school mainly so I can be respected in the community. 

My father is a lawyer and my mom has her Ph.D.  and teaches. I like the way 
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everyone where we live looks up to them and I want to be respected like that as 

well.  They are always being asked to serve on committees and things like that.  I 

want people to take me seriously and I feel going to graduate school will make 

people take me more seriously.  (Della, High Oak College, Keeper) 

 Women expressing the need to be respected or to be taken seriously by their communities 

spoke of incidents as a child or in high school in which they were overlooked or pushed aside by 

adults or peers. Many of the participants expressed frustration in high school over not being 

taken seriously in their classes and constantly having to compete with the male students for 

attention.  Some grew up in families where they perceived their brothers as being very intelligent 

and that their parents constantly praised his accomplishments while overlooking theirs. These 

women felt a definite association between their gender and their lack of respect inside and 

outside of the familial system and developed emotional needs to succeed. 

Financial Issues 

Another factor perceived by students as having an impact on their decisions about 

graduate school is finances. In most cases, the impact of financial issues was negative except for 

Aspirers. Some students had acquired large school loans to finance their bachelor’s degrees and 

felt the need to get a good job and to start paying these back. Others indicated that their parents 

had paid for their undergraduate education and had said that if the student wanted to go to 

graduate school, they would need to pay for that on their own.  Those students who were on 

scholarships and loans for their undergraduate degree did not seem discouraged about their debt, 

but felt a need to pay them off as soon as possible. The following statement reflects some of 

these issues. 



  Culture and Aspirations 73
  
  
  

 

   
I have had to get a large amount of loans to come here and I really need to get a 

good job and start paying them back. I don’t want to be in debt the rest of my life. 

(Phyllis, Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 

Some students whose parents had paid for their bachelor’s degree were sometimes 

nervous about trying to pay for further education on their own and could not picture paying for it 

themselves.  

I have been lucky and my parents have paid for everything up until this point but 

now they say that if I want to go to graduate school, I have to pay for that myself.  

I can’t imagine how I would come up with that kind of money. (Marcia, High Oak 

College, Dropper) 

Marcia was unaware that there were programs in graduate school where students work in 

exchange for their tuition and did not know anything about other financial aid that may be 

available to her. She was under the impression that if you came from a wealthy family, you could 

not get any type of assistance.  She, like other participants whose parents had paid for their 

undergraduate education, did not feel comfortable handling financial issues on their own and did 

not have confidence in their abilities to do so. 

 The majority of students in this study indicated that financial issues had a definite impact 

on their aspirations for an advanced degree.  For those with a large amount of student debt, the 

impact was usually negative whereas those who had not incurred as much debt as undergraduates 

did not seem as concerned.  Some students, whose parents had paid for undergraduate study but 

were unwilling to help with graduate expenses, were anxious about the prospects of getting into 

debt or seeking out financial aid. 
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Research Question #3: The Perceived Impact of Institutional Culture By Race 

 
 The third research question explored how minority participants perceived the impact of 

institutional culture on their degree aspirations. At both colleges, getting minority participation 

was difficult.  When the recruitment email was sent out to the senior class of both institutions, 

only two minority students at each school responded.  After their initial interviews, these women 

agreed to ask their minority friends to participate.  With their recruiting help I was able to get a 

total of five minority women to participate from each institution for a total of 10 minority 

participants for the entire study. Nine of these students were African American and one student 

was Korean American.  In terms of aspiration groups, two of the African American women were 

Keepers, while the remaining eight minority students belonged to the Dropper category.  The 

White students were evenly divided with a purposeful sample of 8 in each aspiration category.  

Although the initial response to my invitation to participate was disappointing, during the 

interviews, the minority students were very eager to discuss their experiences and all agreed that 

the need for literature on the experiences of minority students at women’s colleges was great. 

Even though there were only 10 minority participants, the information they provided was rich 

enough to be able to more than adequately answer Research Question 3.  

 The responses of the Korean American student interviewed were very different from the 

responses of the 9 African Americans in this study but very similar to those of the White women. 

The Korean American was highly assimilated to White Culture.  She did not identify as a 

minority, but was labeled as a minority by the institution and for the purpose of this study. Her 

responses were reported separately in order to accentuate how different the African American 

culture was from other cultures on campus. 

 It became apparent after the first interview with an African American woman that many 

of the factors found by the literature to be part of the women’s college culture that impacted 
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future aspirations for an advanced degree did not apply to the African American population.  

This was expected due to the low number of minority students at most women’s colleges. For 

this reason, the research on women’s colleges has been primarily based on the White woman 

college student.   

African Americans 

 The African American participants reported that they had benefited from their 

educational experiences at the women’s college they attended. However, they felt that the lack of 

African American culture in their lives had many negative impacts on their experiences. The 

African American participants come across as being highly disgruntled with their experiences at 

women’s colleges.  During the interviews, it was evident that it was difficult for the African 

American women to separate personal issues of racial culture from issues regarding institutional 

culture. The lack of African American representation on campus and in the classrooms 

permeated their responses. Interestingly, the majority of African American participants indicated 

that they had once thought about graduate education but now, as seniors, they had decided not to 

attend graduate school. They felt so frustrated with their undergraduate experiences, they did not 

want to continue their education. The minority students were asked to reflect on the same 

categories of college culture that were presented to the White students.  

 Academic expectations. The African American women participants said that they felt 

immense pressure from the institution to perform well. Due to the fact that they were the 

minority on campus, they felt that students and faculty paid closer attention to their work. In 

many cases, African American students placed higher expectations on themselves than White 

students did because they fear criticism from other (White) individuals. The following statements 

are indicative of the burden of tokenism these students felt. 
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I can’t really explain it.  I guess because there are only a few of us here, we feel 

like everyone is watching us.  It is like they are doing us a favor by allowing us to 

study here and we have to prove that we are worthy.  For example, I am so afraid 

of turning in something late. Other girls will turn things in late every now and 

then when things get hectic and it is really no big deal, but I feel like if I ever 

turned in anything late, I would be fitting into some stereotype of Black people 

being lazy and just trying to get by.  (Dora, Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 

Others felt the need to prove their worthiness and their right to be studying at the 

institution, as the student expressed in the quote below. 

Last year, I had a few deaths in my family right around exam time and I should 

have asked for an extension to finish them at a later date, but I didn’t want to.  I 

don’t want to ask for any help around here. I feel like if I do, people will say “Oh, 

she can’t keep up with the work--they only let her in because she is Black.”  I 

don’t want people to think that I got in here just because of my race so I don’t ask 

for help, but I should because others do all the time.  I guess I always feel like I 

have to prove myself here. As far as graduate school, I’m not really interested 

now. It was too hard trying to prove myself here. (Lorraine, High Oak College, 

Dropper) 

 The African American students continuously discussed the high level of expectations 

they felt from the institution. They felt burdened by these expectations and were not interested in 

graduate school due to the extreme efforts they had to put forth in order to prove themselves at 

their undergraduate institution.  

Mission and history. The African American women indicated that although the institution 

valued women, the lack of African American culture in the institution’s history very much 
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lessened the positive impact that this had on their aspirations.  One woman’s comments 

summarize the feelings of the African American participants. 

Sure I have felt supported as a woman here. I definitely feel that the College 

values women and their experiences, but because it is all about White women,  I 

don’t even feel like it has anything to do with me.  I mean, they do integrate 

information about women into almost every class here but when it is all about 

White women, I still can’t really relate to it. (Lorraine, High Oak College, 

Dropper) 

 Overall, for the African American women, the lack of acknowledgement of an African 

American culture negatively superseded the effects of a “woman-centered” campus.  Although 

the African American participants reflected on the benefits of the of being at a college for 

women, they clearly identify more strongly with their race than with their gender. 

Women/other role models. The topic of women/other role models brought negative 

comments from the African American women.  They all by-passed the issue of women role 

models and expressed distress over not having more minority women or minority men role 

models on campus. This is reflected in the following statement. 

I keep looking for a role model here but I haven’t had much luck.  When they do 

come here, it doesn’t take them long to leave. I guess they can feel it too…how 

hard it is to be in a place that doesn’t understand your culture.  There is this one 

Black woman administrator that I have gotten to be close with and she has always 

encouraged me to go to graduate school. She talks to me about bettering myself.  

They tell me that there are minority women professors here but I have never seen 

one.  Someone told me that they are all part-time people that teach night classes 
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so that doesn’t help us as undergraduates--our classes are mostly during the day. 

(Tabitha, Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 

Another student argued that it is the positions that African Americans do hold on campus 

that makes a statement to her about the role of her culture at the institution. 

Funny you should mention that. I think I could walk around here for months and 

never see a Black man or woman professor or administrator.  The only Black 

adults I see here are the cafeteria and janitor staff.  That should tell me something 

huh?  I mean I knew when I came here that there wouldn’t be many Black people, 

but I never knew it would be this bad. (Dora, Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 

This student, like many of the African American women participants, did not 

comment on the intelligence of their professors as many White women had. Instead, they 

focused on the lack of representation of African Americans on campus. 

 In response to whether having role models on campus of their own race would have made 

a difference in their plans for graduate school, the African American women agreed that they 

thought the presence of African American adults on campus would have been influential in 

encouraging them to advance their studies.   

Definitely, I think it would have made a difference.  I keep thinking of how 

motivating it would have been to go to an all Black women’s college.  If I had 

been there, and been around all those smart Black women, I am sure it would 

have had a good impact on me.  I visited with some Black women who had their 

Ph.D.s when they came here last year and they told me that this was the worst 

place I could be as far as motivating me to go on with my education. (Veronica, 

Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 
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Many African American women expressed their longing to attend a historically 

Black institution. When asked why they had chosen not to, they responded that they had 

initially felt that they wanted to learn more about other cultures and not be totally 

submerged in their own.  Some noted that there were few HBCU’s to choose from and 

they were not located in places where they wished to live. 

Caring and supportive environment.  The African American women participants 

acknowledged that, compared to a larger institution, the women’s college is more caring and 

supportive of its students overall.  However, they reflected negatively on the level of support 

they felt they had received as a student at a woman’s college. 

Well, I definitely think that if I were at a larger school, I would not have gotten 

the care or support that I receive here. I mean it is small enough here that you get 

to know everyone and you are not just a number, but as a Black woman, I don’t 

feel like I get as much support as the White women here do.  I mean when my 

English books are all about Southern White women, you feel a little left out. 

(Lilly, Mt. Baker’s College, Keeper) 

In general, the African American woman participants did not perceive that they received the 

same level of support that the White population did. 

Opportunities for involvement.   Like White women, African American women 

participants expressed that there were more than adequate opportunities to get involved. 

However, they felt there were very few clubs or organizations that they were interested in. 

Consequently, the African American participants seemed to be less involved than the White 

participants in this study. 

There are definitely a lot more chances to be involved here than there were in 

high school.  I mean I could see where that would have a good impact on students 
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but honestly, there aren’t many organizations that I would be interested in joining.  

If there were more organizations that addressed minorities or something that 

helped me and the rest of campus explore African American culture, that would 

be great but there isn’t anything like that here. (Tiki, High Oak College, Dropper) 

While the student quoted above discussed not having opportunities to get involved in 

clubs or organizations that interested her, the student quoted below indicated that African 

Americans on her campus would not be interested even if there were more culturally 

specific organizations. 

Some of the staff here has said that I should start my own club that addressed 

minority needs but there would probably be only three or four people that would 

join.  Not only are there not many of us here that would be interested in 

something like that, but most of the minorities here aren’t very happy and don’t 

spend time here on the weekends anyways. (Tabitha, Mt. Baker’s College, 

Dropper) 

 Unlike the other factors of institutional culture, when asked if they felt their low level of 

involvement had anything to do with their plans about graduate education, the African American 

students did not see any relationship. They did not feel a greater level of involvement would 

have made a difference in their decisions. 

Opportunities to learn about oneself.  When the White women were asked about the 

impact of opportunities to learn about themselves on their plans for an advanced degree, their 

responses focused on the liberal arts curriculum and its impact on figuring out what fields were 

of interest to them.  The African American women, however, felt that opportunities to learn 

about oneself referred to their culture and heritage and therefore felt that the culture of women’s 
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colleges did not allow them to learn about themselves adequately. The following quote expresses 

one woman’s feelings about this issue. 

I have to put a lot more effort into learning about myself here.  Every time I am in 

class and we discuss a topic, I have to go to the library and do further research to 

see what the African American view is on this.   For example, in history class, we 

will study about some event and they never talk about where African Americans 

fit into the picture.  I know at a historically Black college I would learn so much 

more about myself and where I come from.  Here, if I don’t go out and find it 

myself, I won’t know. (Tess, Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 

Another African American student discussed how learning to fit into another 

culture often alienated her from her family and their culture. 

Let me tell you a funny story.  After the first semester I was here, I went home for 

Christmas break.  My mom had fixed the traditional African American Sunday 

meal of fried chicken with mashed potatoes and greens and when we started 

eating, all of a sudden she stood up and threw her napkin on the table, looked at 

me like she was hurt, and stormed out of the room.  My brothers and sisters and 

my grandparents knew right away what she was mad about but I had no clue.  

Finally when she came back in the room she said “I guess we should all eat like 

the White girls” and she started pulling her chicken apart and eating it with a fork.  

I looked down at my own hand and saw that I was doing that without even 

realizing it.  You wouldn’t dare go to the cafeteria here and use your fingers to eat 

chicken but this is a tradition for my family and my mother was hurt that I was 

getting away from those habits.  I know that might not be the best example of 

African American culture, but as far as my family goes, that is how we have done 
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things for generations so when I go home, I have to remember where I came from 

and my heritage, whereas here, I have to learn to forget some of that.  (Lorraine, 

High Oak College, Dropper) 

 Consistently, African American participants indicated that it was a struggle for them to 

incorporate their culture into their college lives.  In most cases, they had to seek out information 

on their own and felt discouraged by this. In some cases, trying to fit into the predominately 

White culture alienated them from their own cultures.  

 Peer relations.  The African American women in this study spoke very highly of their 

peers. They enjoyed their company and described each other as creative and intelligent.  Due to 

the fact that there are very few minorities at women’s colleges, the African American students 

become very close during their time there. African American participants indicated that their 

closest peers were of the same race while they also had less close relationships with a few White 

women. They reflected sadly that many of their African American peers had dropped out 

because they could not handle the lack of African American representation on campus, but that 

the ones who stayed formed a great bond that enabled them all to continue their education at the 

women’s college.   

In terms of their impact on each other regarding graduate education, the majority of them 

agreed that given their negative experience at the women’s college they were attending, they 

were not interested in continuing their education. This sentiment is reflected in the following 

quote. 

If it weren’t for my friends here, I would have dropped out a long time ago.  We 

are each other’s backbone. We all pretty much feel the same about the lack of 

African American culture here on campus so we stick together and it is good to 

have them to talk to. We go to community events together that promote our 
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culture and we visit Black churches on Sundays sometimes together.  It is great to 

have them here.  (Dora, Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 

One woman spoke about how her African American friends feel about graduate 

education. 

The other Black women seniors and I have talked about graduate school but I 

think we pretty much all feel the same.  It has been hard enough being a Black 

woman and being here so going on for more school doesn’t seem appealing. It has 

just been too hard and we need a break from this.  If we could go to a historically 

black school for graduate school, we might consider it but honestly, we just want 

to graduate and get out in the real world where there is more diversity. (Tiki, High 

Oak College, Dropper) 

 Overall the African American women felt that because of the under-representation of 

their race on campus, their undergraduate experience had not encouraged them to go on to 

graduate school. Their peers seemed to reinforce this view.   

 Romantic relationships.  Two issues became clear as the African American women talked 

about the impact of romantic relationships on their aspirations for an advanced degree.  First, the 

women expressed that if they wanted to date within their race, the women’s college culture they 

were a part of was not conducive for this.  Secondly, most of them, like White women, said that 

if they were dating someone seriously, it would probably have a negative impact on graduate 

school plans.  The following statement helps to explain their perceptions of the impact of 

romantic relationships on their aspirations for an advanced degree. 

I would say that romantic relationships had nothing to do with my decision not to 

go to graduate school because if there are hardly any Black women here on 

campus then there certainly aren’t any opportunities to meet any Black men here.  
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Are you kidding? I haven’t been on a date for almost three years now.  But when I 

think about it, it probably does have something to do with why I am not going to 

graduate school. I want to get into the work world and meet men of my race for a 

change. (Dora, Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 

The following quote from an African American woman who does intend to go to 

graduate school indicates that if she were in a serious relationship, it might have an 

impact on her plans. 

I am not in a serious relationship right now. It is hard to find someone from my 

race when you live here.  The girls here go to the private men’s college on the 

weekends and I can tell you that they have just as few minorities there as we have 

here so I don’t get much of a chance to date.  If I did have a chance to date 

someone seriously, I would have to say that it might impact any plans I might 

have for graduate school.  I guess it has been so long since I was in a relationship 

like that, I would probably be so excited that I would do anything to make sure it 

worked out. If that meant that I couldn’t move away to graduate school, then I 

probably wouldn’t. (Mika, High Oak College, Keeper) 

 Most African American participants indicated that it had been discouraging to them not 

to have men of their race to date.  In addition, perhaps due to the lack of interaction with men of 

their race, they reported that had they been seriously involved in a relationship, it might be a 

disincentive to attend graduate school. 

 Other influences.  Next to their frustration about the under-representation of their race on 

their college campus, financial issues were the second most frequently identified reason that 

African American women gave as to why they were not going to graduate school. Like some 
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White women, some African American women indicated that they wanted to start giving back to 

their families who were having financial difficulties. 

Others in my family went to work right after high school in order to help their 

families out but I decided I could do more for them if I got a college education. 

They are very proud of me and sometimes do tell me to go on to graduate school 

but I really feel like it is my turn to get a job and help out. (Tabitha, Mt. Baker’s 

College, Dropper) 

The two African American women who had maintained their plans to seek an advanced 

degree indicated that it was their families who had always encouraged them and made them feel 

as if they could accomplish anything.  Because of this, they felt that they had developed 

personalities that would not let the under-representation of their race on campus keep them from 

going on to graduate school.  This was similar to the White women who expressed this same 

inner motivation. 

It would have been easy to get frustrated here with the lack of other Black women 

and men to relate to. I understand why most of my friends aren’t going to 

continue their educations right now but I have always known that I would go on 

to get my graduate degree. My family raised me to know that I can do anything I 

want even if it is harder for me than others.  I came here knowing that my culture 

would not be a part of my education here but I knew I would get a good 

education. I went to a boarding school up north that was mostly White, so I was 

used to this.  I have definitely suffered from not being around more people like 

me, but I would never let that stand in my way. (Marilyn, High Oak College, 

Keeper) 
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 Those African American participants who were still planning to go to graduate school 

had a strong confidence that the other African American participants did not express.  In 

discussion, they seemed to separate their educational experience from any personal cultural 

experience. 

I knew when I got here that there weren’t going to be many Black women, but I came 

here to get an education. I keep up with my culture on my own time and when I go home, 

I get back to my roots, but here, I am a student like everyone else--just trying to get a 

good education (Mika, High Oak College, Keeper). 

In addition, both of these students indicated that they had come from high schools or boarding 

schools in which they were the minority as well so they were used to not having their culture 

represented in the educational setting.   

Korean American 

 Even though there was only one Korean American participant in this study, her 

comments were unique and helpful in understanding how her experience was different from the 

African Americans’ experience.  In the statement below, she discussed her feelings about being a 

minority. 

My family is highly Americanized. I have lived in the United States since I was 

very small, so I don’t feel any different than the other students here.  In fact, I am 

sometimes annoyed by the fact that they are always using me to say that the 

school is diversified.  They ask me to serve on all these committees where they 

talk about diversity and they put me on the website and in the admissions 

materials.  I don’t mind it so much I guess, but I really don’t feel that I am any 

different than the other students. (Christi, High Oak College, Aspirer) 
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 When asked about how the under-representation of her culture on campus affected her, 

the Korean American woman was quick to point out that it had never been a concern of hers.  

Her answers to the protocol questions were very similar to those of the White participants and 

she did not express any negative feelings towards the College as the African Americans did.  

Although she was not going to go directly to graduate school, she had definite plans for it in the 

future.  She wanted to work in her field of study before going to graduate school but definitely 

did not see any negative impacts of her college’s culture on her plans. 

 When discussing the fact that she was the only Korean American on campus, she said 

there was an Asian American girl that she was friends with and that her mother kept her in tune 

with her Korean culture. Christi felt like it was not the place of the College to expose the 

students to their own cultures. 

There are too many students here to try to meet all of their needs. Right now, I 

just don’t think they could make sure that all races or ethnic backgrounds are 

represented on campus and it would be silly to do programming for just one or 

two people.  They would probably do that if they could, but they can’t try to meet 

everyone’s needs. It is just not possible. (Christi, High Oak College, Aspirer) 

 In contrast to the African Americans in the study,  this student did not express that her 

ethnic background had caused her any conflict during her time at a woman’s college.  She felt 

totally supported as a woman and did not feel it was the College’s place to expose individuals to 

their culture. The College’s duty was to educate their students.  In addition, this participant felt 

that her mother was the key to her knowing about her individual cultural background and did not 

expect the institution to provide this for her. 

 The Korean American student seemed to want to fit in more and not be singled out as a 

minority versus the African Americans’ needs to have aspects of their own culture represented 
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on campus.  The African American’s did not express feelings of wanting to be integrated into the 

White culture of the College as Christi did. She felt that her college was a place to learn and her 

home was where she would be exposed to culture. For this Korean American student, it seemed 

easier to fit in. Christi made it a point to be heavily involved, more so than the African American 

women, in various clubs and organizations. The African American women perceived most 

aspects of women’s college culture as having a negative impact on their aspirations, while the 

Korean American woman, perceived the women’s college culture as being instrumental in her 

decision to attend graduate school.  Both the African Americans and the Korean American felt 

that overall they were getting a good education; however, it was quite evident that many of the 

factors presented in the literature as being a part of the women’s college culture that impacts 

future aspirations for an advanced degree simply do not apply to the African American student 

population there. 

 

    Research Question #4:  The Perceived Impact of Institutional Culture on the Three Sub-groups 
 
 Research Question 4 sought to identify any similarities or differences between the three 

aspiration categories of students (Keepers, Droppers, and Aspirers). 

Keepers 

 Students fitting into the category of Keeper were students who identified themselves as 

having come to college with aspirations for an advanced degree and having maintained these 

aspirations during their four years at the institution. Generally, these students found it hard to 

credit their educational aspirations to the culture of their institution.  They enjoyed their 

experience at a women’s college and definitely felt positive about the benefits of a women’s 

college education. However, when asked if specific aspects of college culture had helped them to 

maintain their aspirations for an advanced degree, they did not perceive the institutional culture 
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as having had much of an impact on their decision. Many expressed the feelings referred to in the 

following quote. 

No, I don’t really think that the institution really had anything to do with my plans 

for graduate school. I think it is just my personality that nothing was going to 

stand in my way.  I have been that way since I was a child and I think that no 

matter what school I went to, I would still be going to graduate school no matter 

what. (Tish, Mt. Baker’s College, Keeper) 

 Consistently, however, the Keepers praised the level of care and support that they 

received at their institution as being a positive aspect of the College culture but were still 

reluctant to say that it had an impact on their degree aspirations. 

I did enjoy the way the faculty and staff really cared about me here. They have 

always cared about me and supported my plans.  I think it is just my personality 

though, not necessarily anything about the College that made me still want to go 

to graduate school. In fact, a lot of my friends here are not going to graduate 

school and they enjoyed the support they received here too.  No, I just think that it 

is just who I am and I would have made the same decision anyways. (Bessie, 

High Oak College, Keeper) 

The Keepers continuously expressed strong feelings of confidence and determination that 

was not evident in the other two sub-groups.  In general conversation with students in this group, 

I found that a majority of these students were on financial aid and scholarships.  In addition, they 

appeared to be more energetic during the interviews and seemed very secure with who they were 

and what plans they had. Some had families who were supportive of their plans, while others did 

not.  The drive for further education did not seem to be strongly affected by their peers or 
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romantic relationships and they did not perceive the institutional culture as having a substantial 

impact on their plans. In general these students seemed largely impervious to outside influences. 

Droppers 

The Droppers were students who self-identified as having had plans for graduate school 

prior to their attendance to college but as seniors, did not plan to continue their education.  These 

students perceived the institutional culture as having a definite impact on their decision not to 

pursue graduate education.  Those institutional factors they felt had the most impact on their 

plans were academic expectations, caring and supportive environment, opportunities to learn 

about oneself, peer relationships, and romantic relationships. 

 Academic expectations. Students classified as Droppers indicated that they perceived the 

academic expectations of the institution as negatively impacting their decisions about graduate 

school. The Burn-Out effect as discussed earlier, was a main factor in their decision not to go to 

graduate school.  The following statement is indicative of the Droppers’ opinions of the 

academic expectations of the institution. 

Yes, I had planned to go to graduate school but now, with all the hard work I have 

put in here, I really do think that I need to go to graduate school.  They worked us 

harder than most of my friends who are in graduate school already and I think that 

I can get a good job without any problems (Jenna, High Oak College, Dropper) 

 The Droppers perceived a definite connection between the academic expectations of the 

institution and the change in their aspirations for an advanced degree.  

Caring and supportive environment. Unlike the Keepers, Droppers cite the negative 

impacts of a caring and supportive environment as having had an impact on their aspirations for 

an advanced degree.  Students in this category indicate more often than those in other categories 

that they felt the Bubble effect as reported in research question number one.  The Bubble effect 
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as described by many students, is the result of being in a caring and supportive environment 

where they are not exposed to “real-world” problems.  The following quote indicates their 

feelings. 

I wanted to go to graduate school before coming here, but now, I can’t see it 

happening.  I don’t feel ready to go to a large graduate school. Here, it was so 

caring and so supportive and out there, it is a different world.  After being here in 

this environment, I don’t think I would want to be in a competitive setting.  Most 

graduate schools are pretty cut-throat and I think I need to get out into the real 

world and get used to it before I go to graduate school. (Charlie, High Oak 

College, Dropper) 

 Droppers don’t feel ready to go on to a graduate school that may not have as caring and 

supportive an environment as they have been exposed to at the women’s college. They indicate 

that the caring and supportive environment is one thing that they liked about the College but 

express that they perceive it as having a negative impact on their aspirations for an advanced 

degree. 

 Opportunities to learn about oneself.  When asked about how the opportunities to learn 

about themselves may have impacted their decision about graduate school, Droppers most often 

referred to the general education requirements and how they allowed them to explore their many 

interest.  Droppers indicate that this has a negative impact on their decisions about graduate 

school due to the fact that being exposed to so many different fields of study left them confused 

about what major to pursue in graduate school.  The following student expressed this concern. 

Well, sure it sounds good when you are here and I really enjoyed being able to 

find out what my different interest are but when it came down to making a 

decision about graduate school, I decided not to until I could figure out what it 
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truly is that I want to do.  I mean I am glad that I got to find out more about 

myself and the things that I like but I do feel that as far as graduate school is 

concerned, it has made me a little unsure about what exactly I want to do. (Mimi, 

Mt. Baker’s College, Dropper) 

 Unlike the Aspirers, who were inspired by the many choices of the general education 

requirements at their college, Droppers perceived that the many choices to explore their interest 

negatively impacted their degree aspirations. 

 Peer relationships.  Students belonging to the Droppers category perceived peer 

relationships as positively reinforcing their decision not to attend graduate school.  They indicate 

that most of their friends are not going to graduate school and feel that this helps them to feel 

better about their decisions.   The following student discussed how her peers impacted her 

decisions about graduate education. 

I think if all my friends were going, I may have had more interest in graduate school, but 

most of my friends are not going. I think I feel good knowing that there are others like me 

that have decided not to go. I think if I was the only one, I might feel like a loser but like 

I said, most of my friends aren’t going either. (Savanah, High Oak College, Dropper) 

 Droppers consistently indicated that for the most part, their peers were also not going to 

graduate school. As with the majority of women in this study, romantic relationships superseded 

the impact of peers.  Even for those few Droppers who said that their peers were going on to 

graduate school, the presence of a romantic relationship counteracted any positive impact this 

may have had on the student’s decision. 

A few of my friends have already been accepted into a graduate school.  If  I 

wasn’t in a committed relationship, I think that I might have gone to graduate 

school just to have something to do, but he pretty much thinks graduate school is 
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a waste of money and we want to get married and buy a house soon so I can see 

his point. (Brenda, High Oak College, Dropper) 

 Droppers in this study perceived the academic expectations, the caring and supportive 

environment, opportunities to learn about oneself, peer relationships, and romantic relationships 

as having a negative impact on their aspirations for an advanced degree.  During the interviews 

with students in this category, these women did not seem as confident or outspoken as the 

Keepers or Aspirers.  They tended to be unsure of their plans for the future and confused about 

what they wanted to do with their lives. 

Aspirers 

 Aspirers self-identified as not having had plans for graduate education before coming to 

college, but as seniors had decided to obtain an advanced degree.  These women perceived a 

definite impact of the women’s college culture on their aspirations for an advanced degree by all 

the factors identified by the literature except for female role models. More often than Keepers 

and Droppers, Aspirers tended to have male role models at their institutions as opposed to female 

role models and noted consistently how well informed their male professors were about graduate 

education. The following quote from an Aspirer discusses this issue. 

I know that women’s colleges are supposed to offer more women role models to 

serve as examples to us, but honestly, those professors that have actually 

encouraged me to go to graduate school have been men.  They seem to know 

more about what schools are good and which ones are not so good. They have 

more contacts at the schools that I am considering so I have spent a lot more time 

talking to them about it than the women faculty or staff that I have worked with. 

(Marlene, Mt. Baker’s College, Aspirer) 
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Like Droppers, Aspirers also noted that the Bubble effect did scare them, but unlike 

Droppers, they had the confidence in their abilities not to let it hold them back. One woman 

describes this. 

 We talk about it all the time, how weird it will be having classes with men and 

not having the support that we get here.  It scares me a little, but this college has 

given me the confidence I need to get past all that.  My professors are always 

telling me that I can do anything and that I am just as smart as others going to 

graduate school.  They make us feel good about ourselves so maybe this Bubble 

that I have been in has made me even more willing to take a chance. (Lena, Mt. 

Baker’s College, Aspirer) 

Interestingly, the Aspirers did not tend to be involved in romantic relationships.  Many 

indicated that they had been previously involved but had decided in their senior year that they 

did not want to be attached to someone when going away to graduate school.  The following 

statement describes this issue. 

I used to have a boyfriend, but this year, I decided that it was just too much for me 

to think about with graduate school and everything.  I didn’t want to be tied down 

to anyone and the long-distance relationship thing was not for me. (Breanne, High 

Oak College, Aspirer) 

 The Aspirers spoke often of the “love of learning” that they had gained from their 

women’s college experience and indicated that this was the key factor in why they now had plans 

for graduate school when they previously did not have any intention of going further with their 

education. The general education requirements that had tended to discourage Droppers from 

graduate study had the opposite effect on the Aspirers.  Aspirers praised the impact of being able 

to explore their many interest. These women indicated that they acquired a “new-found passion” 
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for learning that had a positive impact on their new aspirations for further study. This sentiment 

is reflected in the following participant’s statement. 

Before coming here, I didn’t have any plans whatsoever for getting any kind of 

advanced degree.  High school was a chore for me and I figured college would be 

just as bad but I have loved it here.  Being able to take classes in all these areas 

opened my mind to so many new things.  I started to love taking classes and 

homework was not so much of a chore.  Now I love school and can’t imagine 

stopping now. (Marlene, Mt. Baker’s College, Aspirer) 

 During the interviews, the Aspirers showed great support of women’s college educations 

and spoke with excitement about their futures.  They had a self-confidence about them that was 

lacking in the women categorized as Droppers.  Unlike Keepers, who felt the institution had little 

impact on their decisions about graduate school, the Aspirers credited the institutional culture for 

their decisions to attend graduate school. 

 In addition, it became evident during the interviews with Aspirers that most of these 

students were on scholarship and financial aid.  Although information gathered from Research 

Question 2 revealed that some students perceive financial issues as having a negative impact on 

aspirations for an advanced degree, the case is different for Aspirers.  Aspirers indicated that 

their education was paid for by scholarships and financial aid yet these students did not seem 

discouraged by financial burdens.  The statement below refers to this issue. 

I’m not really worried about my school loans.  Lots of people have them and as 

long as you stay in school, you don’t have to pay them back immediately.  I figure 

that by the time I get out of school, I will make enough money to pay them back 

pretty easily so it doesn’t bother me.  I have worked hard for my funding and if I 

have to get more loans to go to graduate school, I will work hard for that too.  
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Things like that have never bothered me. You do what you have to do when you 

come from a family that can’t afford to send you to college.  If you want to go bad 

enough, you don’t worry about the loans. (Cindy, High Oak College, Aspirer)  

 Research Question 4 attempted to identify differences among the student categories 

(Keepers, Droppers, and Aspirers).  There were definite differences in the way students in each 

category perceived institutional culture as having impacted their aspirations for an advanced 

degree.  Keepers reflected little institutional impact and cited their own personalities as having 

had the most impact on their decisions.  They did however indicate that the care and support they 

received at a women’s college was beneficial to them.  Droppers reported that the culture of the 

institution had a definite impact on their deciding to not go to graduate school.  They cited high 

academic expectations, a caring and supportive environment, the many opportunities to learn 

about themselves, peer relationships, and romantic relationships as having a negative impact on 

their aspirations for an advanced degree. Droppers were unsure of themselves and did not reflect 

the confidence levels of Keepers and Aspirers. In addition, when analyzing by race, the majority 

of the African American participants were Droppers, however, in contrast to the White Droppers, 

these women did not appear to be less confident in their abilities.  Finally, the Aspirers perceived 

a positive, explicit relationship between their college’s culture and their aspirations for an 

advanced degree.  Women in this category felt that the women’s college culture was the reason 

for them going on to graduate school.  They did however indicate that it was the male role 

models, not the female role models at the institution that had the most impact on their decisions 

about graduate school.  They perceived the Bubble effect as reported by many of the students in 

the study as being something that worried them but indicated that it did not change their plans for 

the future.  In addition, financial issues seemed to have little impact on their decisions.  
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In terms of which group of students benefited most from the women’s college culture, 

Aspirers reaped the most benefits while Keepers seemed not to be affected by the culture much. 

Droppers indicated a negative impact of many cultural attributes of their college. 

 

Research Question #5: The Perceived Impact of Institutional Culture by College 
 
 The perceived impact of culture was studied at two women’s colleges: Mt. Baker’s 

College and High Oak College. These two colleges have similar student body characteristics and 

are both located in the southern part of the United States.  

When comparing the perceptions of the impact of specific institutional culture on the 

advanced degree aspirations of women in the three categories (Keepers, Droppers, and Aspirers) 

by college, the views of the Keepers were very similar, reflecting on their own personalities that 

kept their aspirations high.  Differences emerged, however, between colleges for the Droppers 

and the Aspirers. 

Keepers 

 Keepers at both colleges were quick to point out that they felt it was their own 

personalities and not the institutional culture that had helped them to maintain their aspirations 

for an advanced degree.  Keepers from both colleges also indicated that they felt that the level of 

care and support was beneficial to them but that even if they had not been exposed to that, they 

would still have plans for graduate school.  There was little difference in the perceived impact of 

culture on aspirations for an advanced degree between the Keepers at the two colleges because 

institutional culture was not a factor in their decisions. 

 

Droppers 
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 The Droppers from Mt. Baker’s College and the Droppers from High Oak College 

showed some similarities but other distinct differences in their perceptions of the impact of 

institutional culture on their degree aspirations.  Both Mt. Baker’s College women and High Oak 

College women in this category spoke of the negative impact of academic expectations, 

involvement, and the Bubble effect on their aspirations for an advanced degree.  However, only 

High Oak College Droppers indicated that they perceived the conservative values of the 

institution as having had a negative impact on their decisions about graduate education, as 

illustrated by this passage. 

It is hard to explain… I mean they want us to be successful women here but there 

is definitely this struggle between the contemporary image of a woman and the 

traditional image of a woman.   For instance, they say that they want us to go on 

and do great things with our lives but there are all these traditions that the students 

keep going like the weekend trips to the men’s college nearby.  They are 

constantly looking for a potential husband and if you are not interested, you have 

nothing to do on the weekends.  And the ring game… You have heard about the 

ring game haven’t you?  These are the biggest events on campus. Everyone goes.  

I mean it is the students I guess who keep these traditions going but the school has 

supported these things for years and years. (Maggie, High Oak College, Dropper) 

Women at High Oak College also felt that having to conform to these conservative values 

had made them want to be on their own, to explore themselves further before going on to any 

kind of graduate education.  During the interviews at High Oak College, I saw the issue of 

conformity in another way. All but two students were wearing simple pearl stud earrings.  It did 

not matter what the student was wearing. She could have had a t-shirt and sweat pants on or had 

just come in from horseback riding. Nevertheless, the majority were wearing pearl earrings.  
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When I asked the students about this, a Dropper replied with an interesting answer about 

conforming. 

Yeah, I know.  I never thought I would be following the “In” crowd but you really 

have to here.  There are just certain things that lead you to this.  For example, 

everyone has a Verna Bradley bag.  The school sells them in the bookstore.  Go 

see for yourself.  You’ll understand what I mean.  After being here for four years 

you kind of forget what it is YOU want and like.  I think that is why I just want to 

get out in the work world for a while instead of going to grad school right away.  I 

want to figure out who I am now. (Dawn, High Oak College, Dropper) 

 In order to understand better what these students were talking about, I made a visit to the 

campus bookstore at each campus.  The bookstore at High Oak College carried quite different 

merchandise from the Mt. Baker’s College bookstore. In addition to the expensive Verna 

Bradley bag collection, the High Oak College bookstore was more of a women’s boutique, 

carrying pearl earrings and women’s fine clothing.  The spring clothing line was an array of 

pastel pinks, greens, and yellows, and was mostly traditional, elegant styling. The Mt. Baker’s 

College bookstore on the other hand carried quite different apparel.  There were mostly sweat-

shirts, jogging pants, t-shirts and sports related items.  It was obvious from comparing the two 

bookstores that one supported more traditional women’s dress while the other supported the 

more contemporary, sports-minded woman.    

 These observations supported the between-school differences in the way the women at 

High Oak College perceived the institutional values as having a negative impact on their 

aspirations for an advanced degree.  Women in the Droppers category at High Oak College felt 

that having to conform to the traditional values of the institution often left them searching for 

their own identities after college instead of pursuing graduate education. Droppers from Mt. 
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Baker’s College on the other hand, did not speak of this conflict at their college.  In contrast the 

majority of Mt. Baker’s College students indicated that it was clear to them that the College 

valued the contemporary woman more than the traditional woman.  This underscores the error in 

assuming that there is a single women’s college culture as previous research has implied. 

Aspirers 

 Aspirers from both schools indicated that they perceived a definite positive impact of 

institutional culture on their aspirations for an advanced degree.  Women in this category, from 

both schools said that male professors had the greatest impact on their decisions.  The difference 

between the perceptions of Aspirers at the two colleges was evident, however.  Aspirers from 

Mt. Baker’s College reported that the institution had instilled a love of learning that made them 

want to go on with their education.   

Who wouldn’t want to go on to graduate school?  I mean since I have gotten here, 

I actually have enjoyed going to class and studying. They make it interesting and 

you just don’t want to stop. I think if I stopped going to school now, I would just 

be bored.  I know it sounds weird, but I love learning now. (Renee, Mt. Baker’s 

College, Aspirer) 

High Oak College Aspirers however did not reflect on this concept as the main reason for 

their motivation to attend graduate school.  They were more likely than women from Mt. Baker’s 

College to indicate that they were going to graduate school to gain prestige and increased salary 

potential. They said that the rigorous academic program at High Oak College had made them 

realize their potential to be competitive in graduate school, and they now had the confidence in 

their abilities to go on with their education.  They often referred to the need for prestige and 

notoriety in their hometowns, whereas Mt. Baker’s College participants rarely mentioned 

prestige or wealth.  
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I think before I came here, I wasn’t as confident in my academic abilities.  The 

guys in my math and science classes in high school always did better than me, but 

here, the program has been so intense and I scored really well on my GRE.  

Coming here has really paid off.  I know I can be competitive and make it into a 

good program.  I am waiting to hear back from several now.  Now when I go back 

home after grad school, people will know that I am smart.  They will look up to 

me and respect me more with a graduate degree and it will make me feel good too 

because I have worked hard for it.  (Mindy, Mt. Baker’s College, Aspirer) 

 The Keepers at both institutions were very similar, having a self-confidence that they did 

not attribute to institutional culture although they felt they had benefited from being at a 

women’s college in general.  Droppers however, perceived the impact of institutional culture on 

their aspirations for an advanced degree differently on one aspect at the two institutions. Students 

at High Oak College felt that the conflicting views of the College towards the traditional woman 

and the contemporary woman had a negative impact on their degree aspirations.  Aspirers at the 

two colleges exhibited differences. Mt. Baker’s College students expressed a love of learning 

that the College had instilled in them while High Oak College Aspirers noted an academic self-

confidence gained by their experience at a women’s college and a need for prestige and wealth as 

their reasons for wanting to go on to graduate school. A majority of Aspirers from both colleges 

indicated that male role models had a greater impact on their aspirations for an advanced degree 

than did female role models from the women’s college they attended. 

Summary 
 
 There are seven main findings from this research. First, although this study confirmed the 

positive impacts of women’s colleges reported in the literature, it was also revealed that there are 

just as many negative impacts of these same themes that have not been previously discussed in 
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the literature. Second, there are definite differences in the institutional cultures of these two 

southern women’s colleges in spite of the descriptive information that leads us to believe the two 

are quite similar. Third, peer relations have a strong impact on women’s decisions whether to 

pursue graduate education or not. Students have an intense need to have their decisions validated 

by their peers no matter whether the decision is positive or negative towards an advanced degree. 

The fourth major finding was the fact that the presence of a romantic relationship tends to 

override any positive impacts of institutional culture and negatively impact plans for advanced 

education for women at these two women’s colleges.  The exception to this seems to be same-

sex relationships in which there was often a positive impact of these relationships on graduate 

education.  The romantic relationships described by participants in this study are based primarily 

on monetary stability. This applied equally to White and minority women. Fifth, despite the 

mission of women’s colleges, African American women participants were dissatisfied with their 

experiences. The under-representation of African American culture at these two women’s 

colleges was perceived by African American women as negatively impacting their aspirations for 

an advanced degree. The sixth major point is that although the importance of involvement has 

been noted repeatedly in the literature as having a positive impact on students’ aspirations and 

success, the Burn-Out effect of high levels of involvement is evident for many women at these 

women’s colleges. Lastly, in addition to the institutional culture categories shown in previous 

literature to impact student’s aspirations for an advanced degree, several other categories such as 

personality, familial influences, need to be taken seriously, and financial situations surfaced 

during the interviews as being important to women’s decisions about graduate education as well. 

These results demonstrate that there are areas of concern that women’s colleges need to address. 

These issues will be discussed further in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5 

 
Discussion 

 
 The purpose of this study was to explore the perceived impact of the women’s college 

culture on women’s aspirations for an advanced degree. A total of 58 interviews were conducted 

including 48 White students, 9 African American students, and 1 Korean American student.  

Five research questions guided the data analysis. 

1. How do the following aspects of women’s college culture influence women’s 

aspirations for an advanced degree: (a) academic expectations, (b) mission and history that 

supports women, (c) female role models, (d) caring, supportive environment (e) opportunities for 

involvement, (f) opportunities to learn about oneself, (g) peer relationships, and (h) romantic 

relationships? 

2. What other factors do undergraduate students at women’s colleges perceive as having 

impacted their aspirations for an advanced degree? 

3. Do the reasons women report that they change or maintain their degree aspirations 

differ by race? 

4. What are the differences in the perceptions of the impact of institutional culture on 

degree aspirations of the three sub-groups (Keepers, Droppers, and Aspirers) at each college? 

5. Is there a difference in the perceptions of the impact of institutional culture on the 

degree aspirations of the three sub-groups when comparing two different women’s colleges? 

This chapter will discuss the key findings and implications of the study. The discussion is 

presented in five sections relating to the five research questions:  Perceptions of the Impact of 

Culture, Other Factors, Racial Differences, Differences Among Aspiration Groups, and Between 

College Differences.  
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Because of the limited number of African American participants and participants in 

same-sex relationships, the findings presented reflect the experiences of White, heterosexual 

women at these two Southern women’s colleges.  The African American experience, however, is 

discussed separately in order to shed light on this understudied population at women’s colleges. 

Perceptions of the Impact of Culture 
 
 The majority of the participants in this study confirmed that the women’s college culture 

had many positive aspects. Although the current literature more than adequately presents the 

positive impacts of women’s college culture including high academic expectations, a mission 

and history that supports women, more female role models, a caring, supportive environment, 

and more opportunities for involvement and to learn about oneself, there are also negative 

impacts of this same culture on some women’s aspirations for an advanced degree.  

Bubble and Burn-Out effect. Particularly of concern are the Bubble effect and the Burn-

Out effect. Students at these women’s colleges described the Bubble effect as a sheltering effect 

of the caring and supportive environment that they experienced at a woman’s college. Students 

reported that this extra attention on the part of administration, faculty, and staff often left them 

feeling unprepared for graduate education in what they expected to be a much less supportive 

and caring environment at a larger graduate institution. In addition, the lack of men in their 

undergraduate education left some women college graduates timid about the possibilities of 

being in a graduate program where they would compete with men.  As described by many of the 

women students, the Bubble effect can lead to problems with self-confidence, anxiety, and 

feelings of inadequacy or shyness that may remain with students long after their college 

experience. This effect seemed to diminish some women’s interest in graduate school, despite 

the many other positive effects of attending a woman’s college that they reported. 
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Women’s colleges have a reputation of having rigorous academic programs while giving 

women abundant opportunities to be involved in many extra-curricular activities. The Burn-Out 

effect was described by these women’s college students as a negative side effect of the many 

opportunities they had to become involved in campus life as well as to excel academically.  The 

women in this study were glad to have the added opportunities and increased academic rigor but 

a number felt that their undergraduate experiences were so intense that they felt they needed a 

lengthy break before even considering graduate education.  

Although women’s colleges do excel in having large numbers of their graduates going on 

to graduate school, lessening the impact of the Bubble and Burn-Out effects could further 

increase the positive impact of the women’s college culture.  Both of these effects could lead to 

emotional and even physical problems for students and should be addressed to ensure that the 

impacts of these two issues do not go unnoticed and untreated. 

Importance of involvement.  Some students perceived the many opportunities to be 

involved as having a positive impact on their aspirations for an advanced degree while others did 

not perceive involvement as having impacted their decision. Regardless of their perceptions, it 

became evident during the interviews, that aside from those suffering from over-involvement, 

those who expressed high levels of involvement most often fell into the Keeper or Aspirer 

category. Students in the Dropper category often expressed low levels of involvement.  This 

confirms the overall importance of involvement in the educational experiences of women as 

presented in the Kuh, et. al (1991) study on involving colleges. 

 Importance of male role models. Another perceived impact of culture that is not 

addressed adequately in the literature is the importance of male role models in the lives of 

women’s college students.  While discussing the issue of role models with participants, many felt 

that male role models had the greatest impact on their decisions to attend graduate school. The 
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words intelligent and knowledgeable were used often when describing male role models. When 

asked about female role models, students having predominately male role models often reported 

that with women faculty members’ many roles as wife, mother, and professional, they perceived 

them as not having much time to keep up-to-date with graduate school issues and were often 

unavailable to spend extra time with students because of these varied roles.  These women 

students saw the women faculty members as multi-tasking and not being in tune with pertinent 

issues such as graduate school, whereas the men role models had more time to focus on these 

issues. In reflecting on why men role models had been so important to their experiences, several 

students indicated that they saw father figures in the men on their campus and the presence of a 

male perspective was important for them to maintain since they had always had such a role 

model in their families with their fathers, older brothers, and uncles.  Often these women were in 

male-dominated fields of study in which most of the professors were men.   

 Romance and education. Although this study was about institutional culture, heterosexual 

romantic relationships had greater perceived impact on aspirations than did any of the aspects of 

institutional culture. Even for women attending single-sex institutions, men still had an intense 

influence on their aspirations for an advanced degree. An existing, committed, heterosexual 

romantic relationship in the senior year has the potential to trump other factors. Like Holland and 

Eisenhart’s 1990 study, this study confirms the negative impact of heterosexual romantic 

relationships on career and educational aspirations. In contrast to their study that examined 

women from coeducational institutions, this study also proves the same negative impact of 

romantic relationships is true for women at single-sex institutions. In addition, this study 

contradicts findings by Grant (1984), which indicate that romantic relationships do not have a 

significant impact on the aspirations of African American women. The findings of this study 

indicate that the absence of dating opportunities within their race is perceived by African 
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American women as negatively impacting their degree aspirations. African American women 

also indicated that had they been in a serious relationship, there would have been a strong 

possibility that the relationship would take priority over educational aspirations. 

If colleges and universities are going to try to create positive cultures at their institutions, 

they cannot disregard the impact of romantic relationships.  Although many scholars have 

pointed out the importance of these relationships on people’s lives, colleges and universities still 

consider them a personal matter and do relatively little to address issues concerning romantic 

relationships. For women in particularly, this is a highly important issue.  Women have been 

found to define who they are based on their relationships with others.  They are often raised in 

families where their mothers have given up much of their own dreams to take care of their 

husbands and their families.  Although times have changed and more women are taking on roles 

outside of homemaking, these perceptions of women’s roles still lead women to depend on their 

romantic relationships as a source of security and even monetary stability instead of looking 

within themselves to fulfill these needs.   

 Same-sex relationships. Another major finding of this study is that women involved in 

same-sex relationships perceived these relationships as being highly supportive of their plans for 

graduate education.  These women reported that their partners were more accepting of their 

aspirations for advanced education than those of their heterosexual friends.  During the 

interviews, these women seemed very self-confident and all of them had a positive outlook on 

their futures. These relationships may serve as an example of the benefits of supportive personal 

relationships, whether same-sex or heterosexual. 

 The power of peers. Although romantic relationships often override their impact, peer 

relationships are still very important to women at women’s colleges.  Women’s colleges pride 

themselves on creating independent thinkers. However, the women in this study still felt the need 
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to have their decisions validated by their peers. Students in this study stressed how important it 

was in their decisions about graduate school to have peers around them with the same plans to 

attend graduate school or not.  Many mentioned that being in residence halls where students are 

grouped by field of study or similar interests had a positive impact on their decisions about 

graduate school.  These findings confirm the importance of planned residence life communities 

at women’s colleges where peers still are influential in their life decisions. 

Other Impacts 
 
 In addition to confirming the existing factors that have been found to influence the 

advanced degree aspirations of students, the women from these two southern women’s colleges 

indicated that there were other impacts besides institutional culture that influenced their 

decisions about graduate education. The two that I feel need further discussion are the need to be 

taken seriously and the financial issues.   

Need to be taken seriously. Both Aspirers and Keepers discussed that they had a deep 

desire to prove their worthiness to family and friends. Often they were competing against male 

siblings and wanted to show that they were just as smart. They felt that going to graduate school 

would fulfill their emotional needs to succeed. These students voiced a deep need to be taken 

seriously by their professors, peers, and families.  They described instances in both elementary 

and high school where teachers ignored them or did not take them seriously. This drive to be 

taken seriously may increase their likelihood of pursuing an advanced degree. 

 Financial issues. Financial considerations were perceived by many participants as having 

an impact on their decisions about graduate education.  Many of the women whose parents had 

financed their undergraduate degree but would not be monetarily supporting them through 

graduate school, were frightened by the idea of paying for graduate school themselves.  In 

further discussion, it was found that these students had little to no knowledge of financial aid 
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options or graduate assistantships that were available even to those from high income families.  

They seemed extremely nervous about handling finances on their own and did not like the idea 

of getting loans to further their education.   

Relationship of Findings to Person-Environment Theory 
 
 Findings indicated that in addition to institutional culture, individual characteristics also 

played an important role in shaping the perceptions of students.  This information confirms the 

research of person-environment theorists such as Astin (1993), Strange (1991), and Huebner 

(1979) who believe that institutional culture alone does not determine the experiences of 

students.  It is the interaction between culture and personal characteristics that shapes 

experiences.  Many examples from this study support this idea. For instance, romantic 

relationships, a personal issue, were found to have more of an impact on women’s aspirations for 

an advanced degree than did institutional culture.  In addition, students characterized as Keepers 

were found to have a deep inner educational drive that they did not attribute to institutional 

culture but rather their own individual personality.  These women felt that no matter what type of 

institutional culture they were exposed to, their educational plans would have been the same.  

Those students who had dropped their previous plans for graduate education often reflected less 

self-confidence than did the Aspirers and Keepers.  Although they were exposed to the same 

nurturing environment as were the other women at the two colleges studied, their individual 

personalities may have not have interacted as positively with the institutional culture as did the 

more self-confident Aspirers and Keepers.  In this way, it appears that self-confidence makes a 

difference in how the student is impacted by institutional culture.  

Some differences among students may be explained by developmental differences. For 

example, students reacted differently to the general education requirements at these two 

institutions.  While some women found the general education requirement invigorating, others 
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found the breadth of the general education requirements confusing.  This probably reflects 

different developmental levels of the students. Another issue that probably reflects the 

developmental level of the individual student is how the women had different levels of self-

reliance and autonomy that impacted their awareness of financial issues. Thus, the level of 

development of each student and its interaction with the environment is also instrumental in 

determining educational aspirations.  How the impact of college culture is influenced by personal 

characteristics, such as developmental level, is an area for future research. 

Other examples of personal characteristics that had a significant impact on educational 

aspirations were familial influences such as the level of education obtained by the student’s 

parents, the need to be taken seriously, and financial issues including the economic status of the 

family.   These factors all reflect aspects of an individual’s personal background that play an 

important role in shaping their experiences.  The importance of the interaction between these 

personal attributes and the environment in which women are exposed to at women’s colleges 

cannot be overlooked. 

Differences by Race 
 
 Unfortunately, the African American women participants from the two women’s colleges 

studied did not have as positive an experience as did the White students and the one Korean 

American student.  Despite the mission statements of women’s colleges, the African American 

students in this study did not feel supported by the culture of their colleges. Although they felt 

the academic degree they had obtained was highly valuable, the absence of representations of the 

African American culture in their campus lives was discouraging to them.    

Regrettably, a majority of the African Americans in this study indicated that they had 

once thought about graduate education but had changed their minds after four years at a 

women’s college.  Those who were planning to go on to graduate school despite being 
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dissatisfied with many aspects of institutional culture had attended high school that were 

predominately White. This seemed to help them adjust to the women’s college culture as well as 

feel prepared for graduate school. However, the others felt that they had not been prepared for an 

environment so lacking in the African American culture.   

The Korean American, expressed a much different experience than that reported by the 

African American women.  Instead of focusing on the under-representation of her culture on 

campus, she tried very hard to fit into the White culture.  She described her experience at a 

woman’s college as very pleasant and felt the institutional culture had a positive impact on her 

future plans for graduate education. 

Differences in Aspiration Groups 
 
 The impact of institutional culture varied among the three groups studied. Aspirers, those 

who came to college not having plans for an advanced degree but as seniors now had plans to 

attend graduate school, were impacted more than the members of the other two groups by the 

institutional culture of their colleges.  These women perceived various aspects of the culture of 

the institutions they attended as having positively influenced their decisions about going to 

graduate school.  These findings indicate that, given a female high school student who may not 

have clear aspirations for further education, the women’s college culture can have a direct 

perceived impact on helping to expand educational aspirations.   

 The Droppers, those students who came to women’s colleges with plans for graduate 

education but had as seniors decided against going to graduate school, perceived the women’s 

college culture as having a negative influence on their plans for further education.  Those aspects 

of women’s college culture perceived by these students as having the most negative impact on 

their aspirations for an advanced degree were academic expectations, caring and supportive 

environment, opportunities to learn about oneself, peer relationships, and romantic relationships. 
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Droppers indicated more often than members of the other two categories that opportunities to 

learn about themselves had a negative impact on their degree aspirations.  Droppers found 

opportunities to explore various academic areas confusing.   

 Keepers, on the other hand, did not perceive institutional culture as having an impact on 

their plans.  All of these students possessed an abundance of self-confidence.  This may have to 

do with their personality types or positive self-images developed during their childhood.  Many 

of them spoke of having highly supportive parents who always encouraged them educationally.  

Women’s colleges have been found to increase self-confidence in women and this may be one 

institutional factor that, regardless of the perceptions of the students, may help to maintain their 

aspirations. 

Between-College Differences 
 
 Although there were some aspects of women’s college culture that impacted students 

similarly at both colleges studied, there were some distinct differences between the colleges as 

well.  One of the major differences was what students described as the clash between 

contemporary and traditional values.  Although students at both schools mentioned this issue, 

High Oak College students had consistent reflections on this topic.  Some Droppers expressed a 

definite connection between their decisions not to go to graduate school and the conflicting 

values of their institution.  Despite women’s college mission statements that tend to support non-

traditional educational and life goals for women, many of the campus traditions conflict with  

contemporary, empowering roles for women.  Preoccupation with romantic relationships and 

marriage are intertwined into many social functions at High Oak College.  Although these 

functions may not be sponsored by any college department directly, they are traditions that have 

been carried on throughout the history of the college and are a powerful element of the college 

culture there. 
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 Another between-college difference was evident when examining the comments of 

Aspirers from each school. Aspirers from Mt. Baker’s College indicated that the College had 

instilled in them a love of learning that had positively impacted their aspirations for an advanced 

degree.  High Oak College students, on the other hand, were more likely to indicate they were 

motivated by a need for prestige and increased salary potential. Intrinsically motivated students 

who learn because of a deep desire to do so may be more likely to succeed than those driven to 

learn by extrinsic motivations such as by money and prestige.  In addition, establishing a love of 

learning may increase the likelihood of lifelong learning.  From the comments of the participants 

and the observations of various aspects of the campus culture, it was evident from this study that 

these two women’s colleges, although descriptively similar, have very different institutional 

cultures as perceived by the participants.   

Caveats 
 
 There are several caveats to this study that became evident during the interview process.  

First, many of the women expressed concern about confidentiality.  Being from small colleges, 

they were apprehensive about giving too much information about their fields of study.  They 

feared that faculty and staff might be able to identify them since their departments were so small.  

These concerns may have affected the content of the participants’ responses by hindering them in 

expressing their true opinions in some cases. 

 Another caveat of the study may be the minority sampling.  As I discussed early in 

Chapter 4, I had little response from minority students to my initial invitation to participate in the 

study. Therefore, most of the minority participants were found through referrals from their 

friends who responded to the initial email solicitation.  Because they were friends, they may 

share the same views or they may have talked about responses before I interviewed the referred 
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students. It is possible that the minority students who participated in this study did not provide a 

full range of views about the institutional culture. 

Implications 
 
 This study revealed several issues that are worthy of further discussion and can have 

implications for practice in higher education. I have chosen to discuss those that I feel would be 

most helpful to college administrators including (a) male role-models, (b) romantic relationships, 

(c) financial aid issues, (d) the African American experience, (e) increasing aspirations, (f) 

lowering the number of Droppers, (g) the issue of academic choices, (h) over-involvement, (i) 

the clash in institutional values, and (j) the application of this study to coeducational institutions. 

Male Role-models 
 

An unexpected finding of this study was the perceived importance of male role models 

for women at women’s colleges. Although women’s colleges strive to provide female role 

models for students, in male dominated fields, perhaps their efforts are not enough. Increasing 

the number of women teaching in these fields can lead to positive experiences for women’s 

college undergraduates by showing them that women can succeed in the predominately male 

fields.  However, it must be acknowledged that some women feel a need to have a male role 

model in their life and that often women at women’s colleges may feel that having few men in 

their lives is perplexing.  This need as well as the stereotypical impression that men are more 

intelligent or more knowledgeable about graduate schools than women is perhaps an issue that 

they have learned throughout their childhood.  It is important that colleges address these needs 

by providing both male and female role models and helping to eliminate stereotypes by making 

sure that all faculty stay up-to-date with current trends in graduate education. 
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Lessons in Love 
    

   In order to circumvent the negative impacts of romantic relationships on the aspirations 

of young women, it is imperative that colleges teach women how to handle romantic 

relationships while also pursuing their own dreams.  The feminist movement has stressed the role 

of the contemporary woman in society, the intelligent woman who pursues her own goals over 

the goals of those around her and is not dependent upon men for her self-worth.  This mind-set 

however does not help young women to understand how women manage to have their own 

aspirations while effectively maintaining personal relationships.  Perhaps professional women 

who serve as role models for women students should address the issues of how they combine 

their own aspirations with their personal relationships instead of trying to hide the fact that they 

do have personal relationships that are important in their lives. 

Lessons in Financial Aid 
 
 Although some women attend women’s colleges by means of scholarships and large 

loans, most come from middle to high income families. It is perplexing that these young women 

are not more aware of how they can pay for graduate education on their own.  Because women’s 

colleges often attract women from higher income families, it is imperative that colleges make 

available to women the information they need in order to feel comfortable exploring financial 

routes for paying for graduate school. This will help to encourage even more women from 

women’s colleges to further their education. 

 

 

The African American Experience 

If women’s colleges are going to increase their minority enrollment, this study offers 

several suggestions. African American women need to be made aware of the issues facing 
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African Americans before attending a predominately White women’s college so that they do not 

feel deceived by admissions staff. In addition, they need to have African American women 

students as mentors, preferably seniors, who can help them to adjust to the college culture in 

order to make it to their senior year.  Student organizations that explore African American 

traditions and culture would be a positive influence on their experiences.  

In addition to having classes that discuss women leaders in the various fields of study, 

more effort should be made to discuss women leaders from various racial and ethnic groups. For 

example, while discussing women writers in an English course, or the contributions of women in 

a History course, professors should make a point to integrate information about women from 

varied backgrounds and cultures.   

Many women’s colleges are trying to recruit minority administrative and teaching staff in 

order to give minority races more representation on campus.  These efforts need to be increased 

in order to give minorities more mentors in the women’s college environment. According to the 

minority students in this study, having more racially diverse faculties and staff would make their 

experiences more gratifying.  It is imperative that we listen to minorities by giving them a chance 

to vent their frustrations in the presence of faculty and staff on a regular basis so that continuous 

efforts can be made to make a positive impact on their experiences.  

In addition, college faculty and staff must be made aware that for African Americans, 

there is no separation between their identity and their race. This means that they have a hard time 

conforming to a predominately White culture because they do not separate who they are from 

their race and need cultural aspects of their race ingrained into their lives in order to feel 

recognized.  Perhaps weekly support-group meetings in which minority students express their 

concerns would prove helpful in addition to including minority speakers and alumni in various 

school functions.   
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Increasing Aspirations 
 

This study found that predominately White, Southern women’s college culture positively 

impacted the advanced degree aspirations of some, but not all, students. These are the Aspirers, 

those women who had not previously had plans for graduate school but as seniors were planning 

to further their education. This is important to parents and counselors in order to cultivate 

aspirations for an advanced degree in women students who may not originally show much of an 

interest in graduate education. A college environment that has traits similar to women’s colleges 

can help to cultivate these young women’s aspirations. The aspects of women’s college culture 

that encourage some women to succeed, can be incorporated into coeducational settings as well. 

Being aware of these encouraging factors can help women make informed choices about the 

educational route that will be most beneficial to these young women.  For African American 

women students, finding colleges that incorporate African American culture into the 

environment is crucial to inspiring further education.  

 
Lowering the Number of Droppers 
 

Some students did not perceive their lack of aspiration for an advanced degree as 

negative. Many felt prepared to enter the work-force after graduation. Indeed, graduate education 

is not for everyone.  However, for those that may have benefited from further education, there 

are many ways that women’s colleges can help lower the number of students who fall into the 

Dropper category. First, reducing the Bubble effect would be helpful.  This may be accomplished 

by simple open discussion of the issues or programs that eliminate their impact. The Bubble 

effect should be addressed at all stages of the undergraduate women’s college experiences.  It is 

important that students feel like the institution cares about them and is supportive of them but 

also that they care about their futures.  Discussions about how different it would be to have men 
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in the classroom and what they can do to make sure their voices are heard in a co-ed environment 

is important to easing their fears about studying in a coed graduate school environment.  

Programs that encourage students to take classes at neighboring coeducational institutions would 

help the transition into coeducational graduate programs. Teaching skills such as financial 

management and public speaking are important to building self-confidence. Students in the 

Dropper category indicated these were two areas of concern about going to co-ed graduate 

schools.  In addition, Droppers, more often than Keepers and Aspirers, indicated a negative 

impact of romantic relationships on their plans for graduate education. These students need to 

discuss issues such as how to organize their priorities in order to have a romantic relationship 

while also pursuing their own dreams. As discussed earlier, feminist movements have often 

ignored these issues instead of addressing how to handle both personal and academic goals. 

Although it is wishful to hope women from women’s colleges will not be impacted by romantic 

relationships as much as students at coed colleges are, even women from women’s colleges do 

not escape personal relationships that may negatively impact their aspirations.  Instead of 

ignoring these issues, it is important that women’s colleges address the issue and help these 

women find ways to combine personal relationships with their academic aspirations. 

Too Many Choices 
  

Many students indicated that often the many opportunities women’s colleges present to 

learn about oneself could cause confusion about long-term educational goals.  In these cases, it is 

important that students meet regularly with advisors to plan their academic careers.  Although it 

is important for students to be exposed to various fields in order to help them to decide on 

careers, it is also important that colleges guide them to cultivate clear plans once they have 

chosen a field that is of the most interest to them. Simply allowing them to go back and forth 

between several different fields may not be helpful in setting long range plans.  Encouraging 



  Culture and Aspirations 119
  
  
  

 

   
students to explore fields of study through internships, field studies, and independent studies 

would also be helpful. Making sure that these students keep in constant contact with advisors, 

discussing their plans and thinking about their futures, is imperative to maintaining their 

aspirations. 

Over-Involvement 
  
 The Burn-Out effect or over-involvement in campus activities can be detrimental to a 

student’s success.  This issue can be addressed by student affairs professionals by making an 

intentional effort to spread leadership opportunities across the student body and not just let a few 

students take the major roles on campus.  This might be accomplished by actively seeking out 

other students to participate and having programs to expose students to the many possibilities 

they have.  This may eliminate having one group of students that take the lead and spread the 

responsibilities more evenly throughout the student-body.  In terms of Burn-Out related to high 

academic expectations, these issues can be addressed by assigning students to study groups 

where they each take on certain responsibilities and responsibilities are shared. Also, intense 

advertising of academic tutoring centers and other help services for students is essential to 

helping them deal with the academic rigor of most women’s colleges. 

Clash in Institutional Values 
 

What can women’s colleges do to remedy the perceived clash in traditional and 

contemporary values that seems to have a negative impact on some students’ academic plans?  

First, women’s colleges need to become more aware of how institutional culture may reflect a 

clash in institutional values.  Second, although colleges cannot control what activities students 

engage in on their own, colleges and universities can be instrumental in creating new traditions 

that are more supportive of empowering roles for women.  For example, at one of the women 

colleges studied, the “scroll-game” was devised in an effort to counter-act the “ring-game.”  The 



  Culture and Aspirations 120
  
  
  

 

   
“scroll-game” recognizes students going to graduate school.  Creating other rituals and rewards 

that recognize women who have been accepted to graduate school could encourage a change in 

the values of the community about women’s roles.  It must also be recognized that institutional 

culture is hard to change.   

Unspoken traditions such as specific ways to dress like the pearl tradition at High Oak 

College leave students feeling that they must conform to certain standards if they are to be 

accepted into the community.  Few students from Mt. Baker’s College indicated this was an 

issue for them while many students at High Oak indicated that they had felt pressured to conform 

while at the institution.  In the case of conforming standards at women’s college, there are many 

ways that colleges can empower women in their messages to the college community. An 

example of this is how the Mt. Baker’s College Bookstore promotes the athletic woman and how 

admissions materials present women in sports and women in a chemistry lab. These are areas 

usually dominated by men at most coeducational colleges.   No matter whether a college 

promotes traditional or contemporary values, the key is consistency. Administrators must be alert 

to the ways in which formal and informal aspects of college culture may conflict with each other 

and devise plans for dealing with these conflicts. Such plans must be made with the recognition 

that college culture is influenced by many things including alumni and the community. Thus, it is 

hard for administrators alone to change institutional culture and changes may take many years to 

have a noticeable effect. 

Peer Influences 
 
 Many students indicated that being in residence halls with other women who share 

similar interest or are in the same field of study had a positive impact on their decisions about 

graduate school.  This confirms the importance of planned residence life communities.  More 

effort should be made by colleges and universities to surround students with others that will be 
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supportive of their endeavors.  The significance of peer relations on the educational aspirations 

of students cannot be overlooked and colleges and universities can try to use this influence to 

positively impact students’ lives. 

Application to Coeducational Institutions 
 
 Although this study focused on women’s colleges, the findings apply to coeducational 

institutions as well.  Women have become the majority at coeducational institutions in the United 

States. This means that colleges and universities must make an effort to address the needs of this 

growing student population.  In order to help women succeed in the coeducational setting, 

institutions would benefit by examining the culture of women’s colleges and integrating the 

positive lessons into their own cultures.  Similar to Whitt’s (1992) findings, this study confirms 

the positive lessons of women’s colleges including aspects of culture such as values that support 

women, more women in high-level positions, and more opportunities for women to get involved 

in campus activities.  In addition, more attention must be given to issues affecting women 

students in general such as the need to build self-confidence and the need to have more female 

role models in male dominated fields of study.  Unlike Whitt’s (1992) study however, this study 

also revealed issues that may hinder some women’s educational aspirations that colleges and 

universities must be aware of. These include over-involvement in both extra-curricular and 

academic activities, an unsupportive romantic relationship, and lack of focus on a particular field 

of study. Identifying those who may be dealing with these issues can help to promote further 

education for women. There is much that coeducational colleges can learn from women’s college 

culture and as the number of women in higher education continues to increase, it is imperative 

that administrators, faculty, and staff make a concerted effort to address their needs. 

Need for Research 
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 This study suggests a number of questions that can be explored by further research.  First, 

How consistent are the formal and informal cultures of women’s colleges? Many students 

expressed confusion about the type of woman the institution values.  For example, the 

admissions materials may show the contemporary career minded woman studying in non-

traditional fields such as math and science, but within the student body, certain traditions may 

lead students to feel that dating and marriage are a higher priority. This issue should be explored 

further by means of an ethnographic study.  Observations of faculty and staff and attendance at 

both formal and informal activities would help to further explore the clash in values described by 

participants in this study. 

 Second, the significance of male role models for women at women’s colleges needs to be 

given further consideration. Why do many women at women’s colleges perceive men faculty as 

being their most important roles models in terms of aspirations for an advanced degree?  It could 

be that there are stereotypes that even women’s college cultures do not eliminate.  Perhaps 

women’s colleges have more men faculty members teaching in predominately male fields of 

study.  Some women may still need the presence of a father figure when immersed in an 

environment of mostly women.  Studying these situations can further help colleges understand 

issues that are important to women undergraduates. 

 Third, how can women’s colleges satisfy the needs of African American students and 

other minority students?  This study showed how dissatisfied African American women are with 

the lack of African American culture at these two women’s college and how toxic the 

predominately White, Southern women’s college culture was to them.  Further research in this 

area will help women’s colleges understand the issues that concern African Americans and help 

to make their experiences more gratifying.  Understanding their needs may help to increase 

minority retention at women’s colleges and encourage more African Americans to attend 
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graduate school. Also, it would be interesting to study differences in the experiences between 

members of different minority groups at colleges and universities. 

 Fourth, do same-sex and heterosexual relationships impact students’ aspirations?  Several 

studies have been conducted that look at the impact of heterosexual romantic relationships on the 

educational aspirations of women.  It would be interesting to repeat these studies, looking at the 

differences between same-sex and heterosexual relationships in terms of their impact on 

educational aspirations.  This could lead to identifying aspects of healthy relationships (both 

same-sex and opposite-sex) that are beneficial to educational aspirations and help heterosexual 

women look for and demand these qualities in their own relationships. 

 In addition, another interesting area for further research may be to understand whether the 

findings from this study concerning the experiences of African Americans are peculiar to 

Southern women’s colleges or if these findings are characteristic of women’s colleges in other 

parts of the country as well. 

Summary 
 
 This study adds to previous literature about women’s college culture and aspirations for 

an advanced degree in many important ways.  There are six additions to the literature that were 

found to be the most significant.  First, it expands the knowledge on aspects of women’s college 

culture by identifying how they may also have negative impacts that have not been explored in 

the literature.  Second, the findings found one factor, male role models, that have a positive 

impact on participants’ aspirations for an advanced degree that has not been mentioned in 

previous research. Third, this study’s findings shed light on the African American experience at 

women’s colleges. It identifies aspects of institutional culture at predominately White, Southern 

women’s colleges that are perceived as dissatisfying for African Americans and finds that 

literature on the benefits of women’s colleges does not apply to the African American experience 
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on these campuses.  Fourth, this research reveals that women from women’s colleges are not 

immune to the negative impacts of opposite-sex romantic relationships on their educational 

aspirations. Fifth, this study shows that although there are positive aspects of involvement in 

college activities, there is also the risk of over-involvement for women at women’s colleges.  

Women’s colleges pride themselves on offering many opportunities for women to become 

involved in campus activities and organizations. However, over-involvement may lead to over-

load and burn out for students and have a negative impact on their future educational plans. 

Finally, different Women’s colleges differ in the value they place on advanced degrees.  Women 

from one of the institutions studied here perceived a significant difference in the formal and 

informal values of the institution. These women expressed confusion over whether the institution 

valued graduate education or the more traditional roles of women such as wife and mother. There 

were also between-college differences in institutional culture proving that there is not a single 

women’s college culture as previous research has assumed. 

Despite the negative impacts of women’s colleges revealed by some participants, women 

perceive many positive impacts of attending a woman’s college. Many of the participants found 

the academic expectations and a mission and history that supports women as having a positive 

impact on their overall experiences.  Having female role models, a caring and supportive 

environment, as well as an abundance of opportunities to become involved and to learn about 

oneself was also viewed as positive aspects of women’s college culture.  Women’s colleges 

continue to provide positive experiences for women undergraduates and offer a number of 

lessons that could improve the condition of education for women at coeducational institutions.  
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Appendix A 

 
Recruitment Email 

 
 
 
 
 

Dear   (Name of College) senior: 
 
My name is Diana Ridgwell and I am a doctoral candidate at Virginia Tech in Blacksburg, 
Virginia.  I am currently looking for seniors to participate in my dissertation study titled:  
Perceived Impact of Institutional Culture on Advanced Degree Aspirations of Students Attending 
Two Southern Women’ s College. 
 
Participants will be given $10 for participating in a 45 to 60 minute interview.  If you would be 
interested in helping me with my study, please email me at dridgwel@vt.edu and give me a 
phone number that I can reach you at. I will then call you and see if you qualify for my study. 
 
Thank you, 
Diana Ridgwell 

 

mailto:dridgwel@vt.edu
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

Date of Interview:__________ 
Time of Interview:_________ 
Interview Number:_________ 
 
 Before we begin, I would like to tell you about myself and why I am interested in this 
study. My name is Diana Ridgwell and I am a graduate student at Virginia Tech pursuing a Ph.D. 
in Educational Leadership and Policy Studies. During many years of working with 
undergraduates at colleges and universities, I have encountered many women students who have 
experienced dramatic changes in their aspirations for an advanced degree. Either these women 
aspired to an advanced degree and lost these aspirations during their undergraduate experience or 
they found a new determination to continue their education. I am interested in why these changes 
occur. In addition, my personal experience attending a women’s college has sparked my interest 
in understanding the culture of these institutions and the roles they play in women’s lives. 
 This study is about how different women’s institutions may or may not impact the 
aspirations of their students and how this impact may or may not be different for students of 
different ethnic backgrounds. I want to know specifically about how the culture of this institution 
has influenced your aspirations for an advanced degree. 
 This interview may take from one to one and a half hours. It will be recorded so that I can 
transcribe what we have discussed. I will check with you through out the interview to make sure 
that I am hearing you correctly or that I understand your experiences as you have stated. If at any 
time you wish to have the recorder turned off, you may ask me to do so. 
 I have received approval from Virginia Tech to conduct this study and approval from 
your school to conduct these interviews. I have also received funding from different sources to 
compensate my participants. Before we can proceed with the interview process, we must go over 
the informed consent form and you must sign it. At the end of the interview, you will receive 
your $10.00 incentive. Do you have any questions?  
 There are a couple of formalities that we will being with before the actual interview. 
1. Choose an alias:_______________ 
2. Go over informed consent:______ 
 
The following questions pertain to the culture/environment of the institution. Please feel free to 
ask me for additional information when needed. 
 
 
1. Are there things in the environment of this institution that you think may have influenced 

(encouraged or discouraged) your aspirations for an advanced degree? 
Leading questions: 
 
2. Please discuss whether each of the following aspects of college culture may or may not had an 

influence on your decision whether to attend graduate school or not: 
 

a. The academic expectations of the institution 
 

b. The values of the institution (what the institution feels is important) 
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c. Having women role models/other role models 
 

d. The level of care and/or support your receive 
 

e. The opportunities for involvement 
 

f. Your peer groups  
 

g. Romantic relationships.  
 
 
3. Are there other things that may have impacted whether or not you decided to pursue an 

advanced degree? 
 
 
Before we close are there any additional things you would like to say? 
Do you have any questions for me? 
 
Pay the participant and thank them for their participation. 
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 65 Bear Run Trail  
Hardy, VA 24101 

Phone 540-427-1805 
E-mail dridgwel@vt.edu 

Diana M. Ridgwell 

Objective 
 
 
 

To support and promote higher education and the development of the 
student both academically and as an individual 

Education 1998 – 2002 Virginia Tech  Blacksburg, VA
Ph. D., Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, Higher 
Education Administration and Student Affairs 
Cognate area of study:  Women’s Studies 

 1994 – 1996 Hollins University  Roanoke, VA
M. A. L. S., Social Sciences and Economics 
 
1991-1994                        Ferrum College                                        Ferrum, VA 
B.S., Business Marketing and Management 
 

Professional 
experience 

 

Aug. 2002-May 2003 Virginia Tech Blacksburg, VA
Academic Advisor, Center for Interdisciplinary Studies 
Academic Advising.  Advising undergraduate students in the IDST degree 
program 
Recruitment.  Recruitment of students for the Interdisciplinary Studies degree 
program 
Supervising.  Supervising practicum students from the Student Affairs 
program 
Alumni Relations. Development of the Interdisciplinary Studies Alumni 
Advisory Board 
Career Advising.  Providing leadership in developing on-going activities that 
prepare IDST students for employment. Serves as the liaison with  Career 
Services. Publicize employment opportunities for IDST prospective 
graduates 
Assessment. Provide leadership in the development and implementation of a 
long-range outcomes assessment plan. 
Serve as the departmental representative on the university advising web site 
committee 
Internship Program. Coordinate and supervise IDST student internship 
program 

 



  Culture and Aspirations 139
  
  
  

 

   

Aug. 2000-May 2002 Virginia Tech Blacksburg, VA
Academic Advisor 
Recruitment and retention of students for the Interdisciplinary Studies degree 
program 
Perform exit interviews and create departmental exit interview summaries 
Academic advisor duties aimed at ensuring the successful transition of 
students into the discipline, the selection of appropriate minors based on the 
student’s skills and desires, follow-ups to make sure students are on the right 
track for completing degree requirements, and exploration of career options 
 

 July 2001- Aug. 2001 Virginia Tech Blacksburg, VA
& July 2002-Aug. 2002 
Academic Advisor/ New Student Orientation 
Assisted with incoming first year student orientation and first semester 
scheduling for University Studies majors 
Helping undecided majors make decisions about course work that takes into 
consideration their interest and skill level 

                                     
 ̀       

April 2000 – Aug. 2000 Hollins University Roanoke, VA
Enrollment Management Independent Study/Consulting 
Assisted in enrollment management strategic planning initiatives by providing 
research, data analysis, and generating recommendations 
Served on a focus group for revising the training handbook for counselors 
Served as a member of the Enrollment Management Strategic Planning 
Committee 
 

 
Horizon Adult Degree Program Enrollment Management 
Independent Study/Consulting 
Provided research, data analysis, and recommendations for marketing 
initiatives and admissions policies 

 Aug. 1999- May 2000 Virginia Tech Blacksburg, VA
Community Advisor 
Advisor to four hall councils; assisting in programming and activities 
Coordinated campus-wide night monitor weekend standby program 
Supervised and trained 30 night monitors and 6 fitness room monitors 
 

 July 1997 – July 1999 Ferrum College Ferrum, VA
Cheerleading Coach 
Coordinated practices, game performances 
Planned and implemented athletic functions such as pep-rallies, 
homecoming events, sports awards ceremonies, and yearly tryouts 
Served as academic advisor for the team of approx. 20 students 
Managed team budget 
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Recruited for team by attending high school athletic events, corresponding 
with prospective students and parents, and working with admissions and 
financial aid 

 Dec. 1996 – Aug. 1999 Ferrum College Ferrum, VA
Coordinator of Prospect Research and Development Writing 
Researching and reporting on foundations, corporations, and individuals 
Grant writing 
Maintenance of prospect database 
System administrator for institutional advancement software program 
Supervision of work-study students and temporary employees 
Served on various strategic planning and campus-wide programming 
committees  

 1994 – 1996 Ramada Inn Roanoke, VA
Marketing Director 
Designed and implemented marketing plans for hotel and banquet room 
facilities 
Managed all restaurant and banquet facilities contracted use 
Supervised front desk and banquet room staff 
Managed marketing budget 

 1991-1994  Ferrum College Ferrum, VA
Office Assistant, Alumni, Church, and Parent Programs 
Assisted with Alumni, Church, and Parent programming including planning, 
organization, and implementing activities 
Provided office support 
 

Teaching 
experience 

Fall 1999 Virginia Tech Blacksburg, VA
College Success Strategies, Instructor 
Instructor for first year student course intended to help students adjust to their 
new environment and develop skills to succeed in college 

 Spring 2000 & Fall 2000 Virginia Tech Blacksburg, VA
Project Success, Instructor 
Instructor for group support program aimed at helping struggling and “at-risk” 
students develop and practice skills to succeed in college 
Advising students on a variety of academic, career, and personal issues 
Teaching time management, study skills, self-awareness, etc. 

 Spring 2000 Virginia Tech Blacksburg, VA
LDRS 1015: Online Class Module, Title:  Women’s Leadership, 
Co- Creator 
Assisted in the development and implementation of on-line class module for 
first year leadership community 
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Fall 2000 Virginia Tech Blacksburg, VA
LDRS 1015: Race, Class, Gender, and Leadership, Co-Instructor 
Developed and taught class designed for the first year residential leadership 
program  
Supervised class service learning projects 
Supervisor for student teaching assistant 
 

 Spring 2001 Hollins University Roanoke, VA
Introduction to Women’s Studies, Instructor 
Instructor for introductory undergraduate women’s studies course  

 Fall 2001 Virginia Tech Blacksburg,  VA
LDRS 1016:  Exploring Citizen Leadership, Co-Instructor 
Instructor for second semester residential leadership community course 
Supervisor for three student teaching assistants 

Spring 2002 Hollins University Roanoke, VA
WS 510:  Society, Culture, and Witchcraft, Instructor 
Instructor for graduate level interdisciplinary women’s studies course 
 

Additional  
Activities 

Summer  2001 Senegal, West Africa 
*Received grant funding from the Virginia Tech Committee 
for Global Research to perform study on women’s leadership 
at the University of Cheik Anta Diop in West Africa. Spent one 
month collecting data and taking classes at the University 
*Participated in various training seminars such as the Virginia Tech 
Judicial Officer training program, 1999, the Virginia Tech 
Workshop on Teaching Strategies for Promoting Active 
Learning, 2000, and the Virginia Tech- Marcia Baxter Magolda 
Workshop: Making Their Own Way: Developmental 
Challenges of Working with First-Year Students, 2002 
*2000, Secretary of the Virginia Tech Association for Student Development 
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