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Abstract 

 Socioeconomic status (SES) can greatly impact individuals’ college experience (e.g., 

Astin, 1993; Roksa & Velex, 2010). However, extant research has emphasized the effect of 

individual-level SES measures and unintentionally obfuscated the role that school-level SES may 

play in students’ academic outcomes. The present study was designed to determine the predictive 

power that participants’ individual SES (income) and contextual SES (percentage of student 

body in poverty) has for students’ course self-efficacy and engagement behaviors. Participants 

(N = 230) from five private Midwestern colleges reported their individual SES (income), course 

self-efficacy, engagement behaviors, and sense of school belonging. Additional data representing 

the institution-specific representation of poverty at participants’ high schools and colleges was 

also obtained. At the individual level, students from families with higher incomes tended to have 

higher academic self-efficacy, and mediation analyses confirmed that school belonging fully 

mediated the relationship between participant income and course self-efficacy. At the contextual 

level, students from higher income backgrounds who attended colleges with a higher percentage 

of students in poverty than at their high school tended to report fewer engagement behaviors. 

Among students from families with lower incomes, however, experiencing changes in contextual 

representation of poverty were not associated with engagement behaviors. Overall, these results 

underscore the importance of examining socioeconomic status as an inherently contextual 

variable. 

 Keywords: socioeconomic status, self-efficacy, school belonging, academic engagement  
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Class and the Classroom: The Role of Individual- and School-level Socioeconomic Factors in 

Predicting Academic Outcomes 

 Socioeconomic status can greatly impact individuals’ college experience. As a measure 

of one's combined economic and social status, socioeconomic status (SES) has been recognized 

as an important influence on academic achievement and the student in numerous studies since at 

least the 1960s (Coleman et al., 1966; Kraus and Stephens, 2012). These studies, and virtually all 

previous studies of SES and college students, have emphasized the role of the individual. The 

question at the crux of previously-conducted research has approximately been, “What is the 

impact of the individual’s social class on their academic outcomes?” Although this is an 

undoubtedly important question to consider, the present study seeks to augment this by also 

addressing the lack of attention typically placed on the specific social class context of an 

individual. As Krieger, Williams, and Moss (1997) boldly explicate, “Class…is not an a priori 

property of individual human beings” (p. 346). Instead, SES is a societally-constructed social 

relationship in which different classes exist only in their relation to, and co-definition of, each 

other (Krieger, Williams, & Moss, 1997). However, research has largely avoided consideration 

of SES as an inherently contextual variable. The goal of the current paper is to explicate the role 

of one’s social class—using both individual- and context-level measures—in college students’ 

course self-efficacy and academic engagement behaviors. 

Issues in the Empirical Measurement of SES 

 Despite its location at the core of very active fields of research, SES is perpetually 

embroiled in disputes surrounding its conceptual meaning and empirical measurement. For 

instance, “social class” is commonly conflated with “socioeconomic status” upon 
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operationalization, despite nuanced differences between the two concepts. As explicated by 

Wright (2000), “SES” uses relatively easily obtainable, objective indicators to characterize 

individuals’ placement within a society’s social strata. Traditionally, these measures appear in 

the literature as income, occupation, and level of education. Conversely, references to “class” 

presuppose relationships between social groups that operate within a hierarchy defined by power 

and exploitation (Wright, 2000). In this paper, due to our use of strictly objective economic data 

(e.g., income, percentages of student bodies) we have chosen to continue with the term “SES.” 

Although a strict division between the two formal terms does not exist in this case, as our 

research aims to use this data to better understand intergroup relationships within a community.  

 Disputes surrounding the measurement of SES are particularly evident when research is 

conducted among student populations (Ensminger & Fothergill, 2003). Traditionally, measures 

of student SES appear as income, occupation, and parents’ education attainment. These measures 

all fall prey to an implicit assumption present in virtually all extant SES literature: that SES is 

accurately measured based on characteristics of an individual alone. However, in the face of 

compelling evidence that suggests the impacts of SES contexts go above and beyond what is 

otherwise captured by individual measures, this assumption confronts mounting criticism 

(Ensminger & Fothergill, 2003; Krieger, Williams, & Moss, 1997). 

 Over half a century ago, Coleman et al. (1966) postulated that “the social composition of 

the student body is more highly related to achievement, independent of the student's own social 

background, than is any school factor” (p. 325). In their seminal review of social stigma, 

Crocker, Major, and Steele (1998) situate stigma at the intersection between identity and context; 
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importantly, they locate stigma not in the individual but in the “unfortunate circumstance” in 

which one possesses a social identity that is devalued in a particular context (p. 506).   

 Recently, in their “road map for an emerging psychology of social class,” Kraus and 

Stephens (2012) proposed that the very value of studying social class lies in particular social 

class contexts’ ability to mold “fundamental aspects of the self and patterns of relating to others” 

(643). The authors list empirical support for how one’s social self and their patterns of relating to 

others are inseparable from their local context (e.g., Stephens, Markus, & Fryberg, 2012; 

Stephens, Markus, & Townsend, 2007). Kilburn (1993) fortifies this sentiment, asserting that 

knowing about a person’s social network can sometimes predict attitudes and behavior more 

accurately than knowing about the individual’s own characteristics. 

 Kraus, Tan, and Tannebaum’s (2013) theory of social class rank posits that one’s 

judgements about their own social class identity and rank are determined by local comparisons of 

observable symbols of others’ income, education, and occupation status relative to one’s own. 

Recent research supports the idea that one’s subjective perception of their own hierarchical 

social class position within a comparison set (typically peers or coworkers of similar age and 

qualification level) ultimately has a larger impact on their psychological functioning than even 

objective measures such as educational attainment, income, and occupation. Boyce, Brown, and 

Moore (2010) used a large, representative longitudinal sample of British households to test such 

a theory. The authors evaluated the impact increases of income and increases of rank position 

within a group individually have on life satisfaction. Not only did the relative rank of 

individuals’ incomes explain more variance in their life satisfaction than their absolute income, 
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but when both income variables were analyzed simultaneously, the effect of absolute income 

accounted for no additional variance in life satisfaction. 

SES and Contextual Change 

 Change, particularly the transition from high school to college, can be quite demanding 

of young adults (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001; Tinto 1982). Previous research conducted with 

individuals who have experienced class mobility, suggests that both previously- and currently-

held class positions inform one’s subjective social class identity (e.g., Dews & Law, 1995; Jones, 

2003; Tokarczyk & Fay, 1993). This is illustrated in Ryan and Sackrey (1996), in which the 

authors chronicle their experiences with internalized classism as a result of growing up working 

class and later becoming academics. Research with working class individuals who move into 

relatively more privileged positions (e.g., entering higher education institutions) paints a clear 

picture of the significant impact on one’s sense of self that accompanies social mobility due to 

the renegotiation of an important arena for identity exploration (Baxter & Britton, 2001; Dews & 

Law, 1995; Jones, 2003; Lawler, 1999; Ostrove, 2003; Skeggs, 1997; Tokarczyk & Fay, 1993; 

Wentworth & Peterson, 2001). This interclass movement challenges and refashions an 

individual’s self-identity and relationships with others and modifies their judgement, taste, 

opinions, preferences, and practices (Stewart & Ostrove, 1993). Taken all together, it is evident 

that students’ transition from high school to college is a critically important time period in terms 

of identity exploration.  

 Previous research conducted with individuals who have experienced upward class 

mobility suggests that both previously- and currently-held class positions inform one’s 

subjectivity (e.g., Dews & Law, 1995; Jones, 2003; Tokarczyk & Fay, 1993). However, previous 
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literature has identified conflicting patterns of importance in determining social class identities in 

the context of one’s surroundings, as some sources suggest that one’s class of origin serves as the 

best predictor of key adult identities (Gilbert & Kahl, 1993; Lawler, 1999; Reay, 1996; Ryan & 

Sackrey, 1996) whereas others suggest that one’s immediate, local context buffers one’s 

upbringing (Anderson, Kraus, Galinsky, & Keltner, 2012; Norton, 2013). 

 One theory suggests that class identity is embedded in people’s history (Gilbert & Kahl, 

1993; Lawler, 1999; Reay, 1996; Ryan & Sackrey 1996). In Lawler (1999)’s study of women’s 

narratives of moving from a working-class to a middle-class position, the author talks about how 

the essence of one’s newly acquired middle-classness is found “an earlier time, an earlier 

identity” (p. 10). To her and many authors, one’s class that they were borne into is never as 

“escapable” as one might want it to be, inscribed in everything you like, every action you take, 

and how you feel about yourself.  

 However, other research suggests that one’s immediate, local context buffers the effect of 

one’s upbringing (Anderson, Kraus, Galinsky, & Keltner, 2012; Boyce, Brown, & Moore, 2010; 

Norton, 2013). Anderson, Kraus, Galinsky, and Keltner (2012) argue that one’s local status 

within the context of face-to-face groups in which they interact is more important than one’s 

global status. They compare their findings to a long tradition of research that suggests that the 

comparisons an individual makes between themselves and others immediately around them 

impacts their happiness more than more distant comparisons (Festinger, 1954). Findings from 

Boyce, Brown, & Moore (2010) also support the importance of local status; the authors observed 

that income and life satisfaction were positively correlated among their participants only when 

this income was relatively higher than others in their county.  
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 Thus, while research tends to agree that one’s rank in their local context is more 

meaningful than one’s more global positioning, there remains a substantial dearth of research 

addressing the psychological meaning of SES as people navigate claiming a new class or 

consolidating class identities and, specifically, how this could impact academic outcomes. One 

common context that can catalyze change in SES is an individual’s entrance into college. 

SES and Academic Outcomes 

  Although students from low-income families are pursuing postsecondary educations at a 

rapidly increasing rate, evidence suggests their college experiences and academic outcomes tend 

to be different than those of their more economically-advantaged peers (Bailey & Dynarski, 

2011; Lucas, 2006). Among students who began a postsecondary education, Bailey and Dynarski 

(2011) identified a college completion rate gap of nearly 40 percentage points between students 

from the bottom and top income quartiles. Additionally, students from low-income families are 

more likely to work longer hours (Roksa & Velex, 2010) and enroll in fewer credits (Choy et al., 

2000). They tend to have lower educational aspirations, persistence rates, and educational 

attainment (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). While SES is clearly associated with an 

abundant number of academic outcomes, the literature suggests that two such outcomes, self-

efficacy and academic engagement, have particularly pronounced effects on students’ college 

experience. This paper will now turn to a focused discussion on these two factors. 

 Self-efficacy. When used in the specific domain of education, academic self-efficacy 

refers to students’ convictions that they can successfully execute certain academic tasks at 

designated levels (Lorsbach & Jinks, 1999; Schunk, 1991). Importantly, studies have found that 

when people expect to do well, they tend to try hard, persevere, and ultimately perform to a 
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higher standard; in education, this often results in a profoundly positive impact on their academic 

performance (Bandura, 1997; Eccles et al., 1998; Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). Students’ different 

beliefs about themselves, what they are academically capable of, and what they hope to achieve, 

influence their choices between different courses of action (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; 

Zimmerman, 2000). Students with greater self-efficacy are more likely to be self-regulating, to 

try to understand their academic work, and to strategize, survey, and regulate their academic 

work (Seifert, 2004). Self-efficacious students also tend to embrace more challenging goals 

(Zimmerman et al., 1992); show greater progress in health-related behavior change and 

maintenance (Strecher, 1986); and participate in class (Andrew & Vialle, 1998). Furthermore, 

there is also evidence that suggests that these self-efficacious students show increased cognitive 

engagement in their learning and thinking than their less confident peers (Walker, Greene, & 

Mansell, 2006). Chemers, Hu, and Garcia (2001) found that the level of self-efficacy students 

report during their first year of college is a strong predictor of their collegiate performance, even 

after controlling for high school GPA, thus indicating that academic self-efficacy has predicative 

power beyond objective measures of past academic performance. 

 Important to the present study is the extensive support found in previous research that 

there is a strong and positive correlation between socioeconomic status and self-efficacy (Hughes 

& Demo, 1989; Staples, Schwalbe, & Gecas, 1984). Results from Staples, Schwalbe, and Gecas 

(1984)’s analysis of the self-perceptions of Black Americans found SES to be the most important 

predictor of personal efficacy, over and beyond variables such as ethnic and racial ideology, 

family, religion, and job characteristics. The authors hypothesize that this effect is largely due to 

the influence of institutional inequality on Black Americans’ self-perception. Expanding on this, 
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the authors posit that the diminished access to resources and positions of power caused by one’s 

low SES usurps many of one’s opportunities to experience these resources and positions of 

power, and thus see themselves, as powerful and proficient. Importantly, the authors persuasively 

argue that this is largely why effects of racist social structures have remained pervasive—while 

informal relationships are also related to self-efficacy, they are statistically less powerful than 

institutional inequality. Additionally, Gecas and Schwalbe (1983) conclude that the most 

important factor in one’s sense of their self-efficacy is the experience of engaging in efficacious 

action; said differently, if one doesn’t have the opportunity to prove themselves, they will not be 

particularly efficacious.  

 While limited, there is previously-conducted research that suggests context does, in fact, 

interact with SES to contribute to the development of an individual’s self-efficacy. Boardman 

and Robert (2000)’s study of how the socioeconomic characteristics of individuals’ 

neighborhoods related to their level of self-efficacy found that low overall neighborhood SES 

was not only a predictor of lower self-efficacy, but that it was even more powerful than 

individual-level characteristics or employment status. In a study of the relationship between 

socioeconomic status and individual academic achievement among high school students, Caldas 

and Bankston (1997) found that both individual family social status and peer family SES had 

significant effects on academic achievement. Moreover, the effect size of peers’ family SES on 

participants’ academic achievement was only narrowly smaller than that of their own family’s 

SES. In studying the role that neighborhood and school contexts play in individuals’ self-

perception, these articles expand the parameters of the “social environment” within which 

interpersonal relationships have traditionally been studied. 
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Academic engagement behaviors. According to Bandura (1997), the school setting is 

paramount to the cultivation and evaluation of cognitive capabilities, serving as the primary 

setting for the development and maintenance of such practices. The oft-considered “Father of 

American Psychology” himself, William James, argued that “education is for behavior, and 

habits are the stuff of which behavior consists” (James, 1869, p. 58). To James, educators’ most 

critical challenge is making their students’ self-regulatory practices (e.g., finishing assignments 

by deadlines, concentrating on academic work, accessing appropriate resources for collecting 

information, organizing time and schoolwork, finding a distraction-free place for studying) 

automatic and habitual, as early as possible. To James, only when such academic practices were 

seemingly automated would the student’s mind be freed to engage in academic tasks. 

Participation in academic engagement behaviors has been found to positively affect 

grades and persistence in pursuing a degree and is thus an important variable to consider in terms 

of impact to a student—and more broadly, an individual’s—success (Hung, Tan, & Koh, 2006). 

However, Pike and Kuh (2005) have found that students from low-income families tend to be 

less engaged in academic and social experiences at college. Participation in these experiences, 

such as study groups and extracurricular activities, have been found to promote greater 

investment and persistence in college (Pike & Kuh, 2005). This effect is profound enough to be 

identified as an “engagement gap” (e.g., Kinsley, 2014). Recent evidence suggests that this gap 

may be due in part to the additional disadvantages students from lower-income backgrounds 

population face in the collegiate classroom. These disadvantages are due to institutional 

structures that privilege students who have the economic resources and specific types of cultural 

capital typically associated with higher SES (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013; Stuber, 2011). As 
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Kinsley (2014) suggests, the effect of this relative disadvantage on students from low-income 

backgrounds is likely especially pronounced at more elite, private institutions where the 

dominant institutional norms, values, and expectations may differ dramatically from those that 

were exhibited among these students’ previous home and school contexts. 

 Mechanism of SES and academic outcomes. Finally, to the extent that SES is 

associated with self-efficacy and engagement behaviors, it is worth examining the mechanisms 

that can explain these associations. School belonging is one promising potential mediator of the 

association between SES and self-efficacy and engagement behaviors. As many have observed, 

educational institutions have social class identity markers that define who does—and who does 

not—“belong” at a given institution (Karabel & Astin, 1975; Stewart & Ostrove, 1993). 

Freeman, Anderman, and Jensen (2007) found that students' sense of efficacy for succeeding in 

class was strongly associated with their sense of belonging. Although the literature on social 

class and student belonging persistently suggests that students from lower SES backgrounds 

experience reduced school belonging than their higher-SES-background peers, many of these 

studies consisted of relatively small samples (e.g., hooks, 2000; Freeman et al., 2007; Kuriloff & 

Reichert, 2003; Ostrove, 2003; Tokarczyk, 2004). To expand upon this work, Ostrove and Long 

(2007) assessed the class background, college belonging, and academic performance of 322 

liberal arts college students. They assessed class using both objective and subjective measures. 

They found that students from lower social class backgrounds tended to have a reduced sense of 

adjustment at college. Additionally, students’ perceptions on their own class status, specifically 

in comparison with those of their peers the student body, was found to be significantly related to 

school belonging. Important to the present research, the researchers also found that the 



SOCIAL CLASS, ACADEMIC OUTCOMES, AND THE STUDENT 
 

16 

relationship between students’ class background and adjustment to college was mediated by 

school belonging.  

 In summary, there is compelling evidence to suggest that school belonging might mediate 

associations between individual SES and academic outcomes. Additionally, although Johnson et 

al. (2011) accurately notes that there is little existing research into the role of institutional 

contextual SES and academic outcomes, Ma (2003) found that some school-level variables 

accounted for a significant amount of variance in younger students’ sense of belonging. While 

this finding by no means equates to evidence of a mediating effect of school belonging on the 

differences in academic outcomes that come from contextual SES, it reinvigorates for the 

possibility of this relationship and the value in the present study continuing with this analysis. 

Present Study 

 The present research aims to determine how individual-level and the change in 

contextual-level SES variables are associated with college students’ self-efficacy and 

engagement behaviors. Due to the many facets that comprise social class, Sen and Wasow (2016) 

suggest a useful conception of social class (and other composite variables, such as race) as a 

“bundle of sticks” in experimental and empirical contexts. Using this approach, one can 

disaggregate and study particular elements of that comprise social class, focusing on individual 

and contextual-level measures of SES. In this way, one can overcome the difficulty that would 

come with attempting to experimentally manipulate all the elements that comprise social class. 

Under this guidance, the present study will focus on the individual-level measure of participants’ 

annual family incomes and the change in school-level representation of poverty from high school 

to college, as represented by eligibility for government support. In recognition of the incredible 



SOCIAL CLASS, ACADEMIC OUTCOMES, AND THE STUDENT 
 

17 

coexistence of racial and SES identities in the United States and of what Crenshaw (1994) 

termed “intersectionality,” the critical insight that social identities are always experienced in 

conjunction with each other and cannot be separated, all analyses will be sure to address the 

ways that class intersects with race as to leave the door open for intra-group differences. I hope 

to elucidate novel insights into the effects of both individual- and contextual-level SES on 

students’ academic experience. 

 Research question 1: Institutional movement descriptives. As stated previously, most 

of the existing research on social class transitions captures the move of first generation or 

working class students into places that are societally coded as upper class (e.g., elite colleges). 

While our data will continue to address these individuals, it also aims to gain a better 

understanding of all students’ experiences of change in institutional SES upon matriculation to 

their collegiate institutions. To gain a comprehensive idea of how movement between institutions 

with different percentages of students eligible for government-provided financial assistance (i.e., 

“in poverty”) effects students, our analyses will begin with describing the school-level SES 

movement our sample experienced. 

 Recent research has noted that the socioeconomic diversity within private college student 

bodies is becoming increasingly narrow. A recent study found that although four in ten of the top 

0.1 income percent attend an elite college, only one-half of 1 percent of their peers from the 

bottom fifth of incomes among American families do the same (Chetty et al., 2017). Our present 

sample consists entirely of students who attended public high schools matriculating to private 

colleges; thus, I hypothesize that more students will experience a decrease in contextual 

representation of poverty such that the data will show that more students transitioned from high 
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schools with a higher percentage of the student body receiving financial aid than their colleges 

than students who experienced the inverse, or high schools with a lower percentage of the 

student body receiving financial aid than their colleges.  

 Research question 2: Differences in self-efficacy and engagement behaviors. Our 

second research question addresses the associations between individual- and contextual-level 

SES and academic self-efficacy and engagement behaviors. Here, I will determine the separate 

and combined impacts of individual and school-level SES variables on specific academic 

outcomes with attention paid towards whether this study’s novel variable, the change in one’s 

institutional-SES environment, is as predictive of academic outcomes as income, the measure 

more commonly explored in extant literature. 

 Based on the literature I have addressed, the researchers hypothesize a main effect of 

individual SES on both self-efficacy and engagement behaviors such that students who come 

from lower-income families will report lower levels of these academic outcomes than their peers 

from more economically-privileged families. Additionally, I expect a similar main effect of 

experienced change in contextual representation of poverty, such that a student’s experiences of 

an increase in contextual ROP spanning their high school to college contexts will be associated 

with an increase in the student’s’ self-efficacy and engagement behaviors. I further predict that 

this main effect will be qualified by a significant interaction such that the effect of an increase in 

contextual representation of poverty will be associated with increases in self-efficacy and 

engagement behaviors for students from lower-income families, but that no such association 

would be present for students from higher-income families.   
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 Research question 3: Mediation. If the predicted relationships between individual- and 

context-level SES with self-efficacy and engagement behaviors are found, I will run tests of 

mediation to determine whether these relationships are statistically explained by an individual’s 

sense of school belonging. If previous findings associating college self-efficacy, school 

belonging, and individual-level class background (e.g., Freeman, Anderman, and Jensen, 2007; 

Ostrove and Long, 2007) hold true in our conceptualization of social class, students’ sense of 

college belonging will mediate the correlation between their SES (measured on both individual 

and context levels) and self-efficacy in college, and expanding on this, it will also mediate the 

correlation between their SES and their engagement behaviors. Importantly, we acknowledge 

past studies offer much more concrete support that students’ sense of school belonging mediates 

the effects of individual-SES than for the mediation of contextual measures of SES (e.g., Ostrove 

and Long, 2007). 

Method 

Participants, Recruitment, and Procedure 

 Participants were recruited from five private, nonprofit, four-year colleges located in the 

upper Midwest. All schools served between 2000 and 4400 undergraduates. At each school, the 

offices of institutional research used internal data to facilitate recruitment via a stratified random 

sample. First, the offices generated two lists of students. One list comprised all students who 

were from a background that has traditionally been underrepresented in college. Students on this 

list met one or more of the following criteria: they were from an underrepresented ethnic group 

(i.e., domestic students with Latino, African-American, or Native American heritage), from a 

lower-socioeconomic background (defined here through their status as a Pell Grant recipient), or 
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were first-generation college attendees (i.e., students whose parents had not completed a four-

year degree). The second list comprised all of the remaining currently enrolled, full-time 

undergraduates at each school. Next, college officials randomly selected 85 students from each 

list and provided the researchers with those students’ names and email addresses. This process 

precipitated the recruitment of 850 total students as potential participants from across the five 

schools. From this sample, 425 were traditionally underrepresented students and 425 were 

students from backgrounds well-represented in college.  

 Data for the current study were collected in November, 2015. There were two main 

components of the study: a one-time survey and seven daily-diary surveys. The one-time survey 

included questions about participants’ background (e.g., SES, experiences in high school) and 

their current experiences (e.g., ethnic identity, feelings about college). The daily surveys focused 

on each day’s experiences and emotions. All data were distributed via email and administered 

via Qualtrics. 

 Throughout the first week of November, potential participants received up to four emails 

inviting them to participate in a “Study of Daily Life in College.” These emails contained 

information about the study and a link to complete the one-time survey, which took 

approximately one hour to complete. Altogether, 303 students completed at least part of the one-

time survey (35.6% response rate). Across schools, the response rate ranged from 25.9% to 

45.3%. 

 During the second week of November, all students who completed at least some part of 

the one-time survey were invited to complete the daily surveys. This week was selected because 

officials at each school indicated that it was a “typical” week for their students (e.g., no breaks or 
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exam periods). Starting on Sunday and continuing for a total of seven days, participants were 

invited to log onto a webpage that linked to the daily surveys. Each day’s link was only active 

from 8:00 P.M. to 2:00 A.M, so participants had to complete each survey toward the end of the 

day, and they could not complete multiple daily surveys in one sitting. From these “diary-style” 

surveys, the present study focused on participants’ reported frequency of positive academic 

engagement behaviors. 

 Participants were offered Amazon gift cards as study incentives: $11 for the one-time 

survey, $2 for each daily survey, and a $10 bonus for completing at least five of the seven daily 

surveys. Thus, participants could earn up to $35 in gift cards for completing all parts of the 

study. As an additional incentive for completing the daily surveys, the researchers raffled four 

$25 Amazon gift cards on each day of the study; only participants who completed a that day’s 

survey were eligible to win that day’s gift card. These incentives resulted in high rates of 

participation: altogether, participants completed M = 5.5, SD = 1.8 of the seven possible daily 

surveys. On the last day of the study, each participant was sent a full debriefing form and all 

compensation was distributed shortly thereafter. 

 The current study includes the N = 230 students who completed the one-time survey and 

who attended high schools with available Free and Reduced Lunch program eligibility data 

(FRL; see more: p. 62). Due to this study’s reliance on FRL data collected from the high schools, 

researchers excluded 73 participants from the data analyses for whom this data was inaccessible 

(e.g., participants did not identify high school, attended an international high school, or attended 

a non-public US high school). Participants’ ages ranged from 17 – 24 (M = 20.35), and they 

represented all the class years; first years: n = 65 (28.3%); sophomores: n = 39 (17.0%); juniors: 
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n = 64 (27.8%); seniors: n = 57 (24.8%; other: n = 4 (1.7%). One hundred forty-five of the 

participants (63.0%) identified as female, 82 (35.7%) identified as male, and 2 (0.9%) identified 

as non-binary or some other gender, and 1 (0.4%) did not provide gender information. One 

hundred seventy-two of the participants (74.8%) identified as White, 19 (8.3%) identified as 

Asian, 19 (8.3%) identified as multiracial, 11 (4.8%) identified as Latino, 8 (3.5%) identified as 

black, and 1 (0.4%) identified as other. 

Measures 

Institutional demographic variables. Publicly-available data were used to determine the 

representation of poverty at each high school and college that participants attended. This 

information, in turn, was used to calculate a new variable to represent participants’ experienced 

change in representation of poverty from high school to college.  

High school representation of poverty. One of the most commonly used aggregate 

measures of school-level poverty within primary and secondary schools in the United States is 

the percent of the student body eligible for free or reduced cost meals. The National School 

Lunch Act (1946) is a federally assisted meal program that subsidizes school meals and snacks 

for children from families with incomes at or below 185% of the federal poverty level. FRL 

eligibility is one of the only indicators of students’ and schools’ disadvantages that is available at 

all for most schools. Despite its flaws, the consistency of FRL eligibility across schools and 

states allows for fair comparisons of economic need (Harwell and LeBeau, 2010). For these 

reasons, it is a commonly-used measure of a school’s aggregated poverty status. 

 Participants reported the name, city, and state of the high schools they attended. 

Participants attended 194 high schools across 28 states (Minnesota students n = 137; 59.57%). 
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Non-Minnesota students hailed from the following states: Arizona: n = 2; California: n = 10; 

Colorado: n = 3; Florida: n = 2; Georgia: n = 3; Hawaii: n = 2; Iowa: n = 4; Illinois: n = 9; 

Indiana: n = 3; Kansas: n = 2; Kentucky: n = 1; Massachusetts: n = 6; Maryland: n = 1; 

Michigan: n = 4; Minnesota: n = 137; Missouri: n = 3; North Dakota: n = 1; Nebraska: n = 1; 

New Hampshire: n = 1; New Jersey: n = 1; New Mexico: n = 1; New York: n = 2; Oregon: n = 4; 

Pennsylvania: n = 1; South Carolina: n = 1; Texas: n = 1; Washington: n = 3; Wisconsin: n = 22. 

Using this information, researchers obtained 2015 FRL eligibility data reported at a school-

specific level, from states’ departments of education. Percentages of students eligible for FRL 

ranged from 0.67 to 100.00% (M = 28.98; see Figure 1). 

 College representation of poverty. The Pell Grant program is the largest federal grant 

program available to undergraduate students and serves as a common form of federal financial 

aid and a common research proxy for comparing the income bracket of students among 

institutions (Heller, 2004). To qualify for a Pell Grant, students must demonstrate financial need 

through a completed Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) which requires much 

more detailed information than the income-only FRL program and includes: income, untaxed 

benefits, assets, family size and structure, and number of siblings in college. Using these inputs, 

the federal government calculates a score representing students’ expected family contribution 

(EFC). The federal government provides up to six schools each student has displayed interest in 

their FAFSA inputs and their EFC, and individual schools calculate the students’ individual 

eligibilities for federal and state grants, including the Pell Grant (U.S. Department of Education, 

2013).  
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 According to the most recent data available from the National Postsecondary Student Aid 

Study, approximately forty percent of all undergraduates receive federal Pell Grants, with an 

average value of $3,400 and the maximum Pell grant amount was $5,550 for full-time students 

who had a federal expected family contribution of zero (Radwin et al., 2013). This maximum 

amount equates to about 27 percent of the average cost of college attendance (Turner, 2014). 

While Tebbs and Turner (2005) outline limitations to using Pell Grants to represent economic 

diversity, our particular sample of collegiate institutions, who are all found within the same state 

and largely focus on full-time, four-year programs, are largely exempt from these hesitations.  

 In the present study, participants matriculated to and were recruited from one of five 

colleges, at which percentages of students eligible for Pell Grants ranged from 13 to 29% (M = 

20.19). Additional insight into each institution, using data gathered from official school websites 

and the 2014 survey data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 

conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics is provided in Table 1. 

 Change in representation of poverty from high school to college. Researchers used the 

gathered FRL and Pell Grant information to create a new measure that represented participants’ 

experienced change in institutional SES upon participants’ matriculation to their collegiate 

institutions (e.g., as represented by institutional representation of poverty; i.e., “ROPchange”). 

As these measurements were already gathered in equivalent units (e.g., percentage of student 

body) we used basic subtraction to represent the amount and direction of the change in 

institutional representation of poverty. In an effort to create a coherent and intuitive variable, 

each participant’s high school FRL percentage was subtracted from their college’s Pell Grant 

percentage to create ROPchange. This allows us to read positive ROPchange values as an 
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increase in contextual ROP (e.g., more students in poverty at a participant’s college than at their 

high school) and negative ROPchange values as a decrease in contextual ROP (e.g., fewer 

students in poverty at a participant’s college than at their high school). 

Individual demographic variables. All individual demographic information was 

assessed on the one-time survey. Participants reported their birthdays (used to calculate age), 

genders, and races/ethnicities, and estimated annual family incomes. 

 Family income. We used family household income to assess individual-level SES. 

Although the use of income alone is a relatively crude measure of SES, it has been shown to 

predict important outcomes (e.g., Krieger, Williams, & Moss, 1997). Participants reported their 

family’s annual income by responding to this item: “Please select the category that indicates your 

family’s approximate total income for last year (2014). Please consider all sources of income, 

including earnings, welfare cash assistance, child support, alimonies, support from other 

members of your household who regularly contribute to your household, etc.” There were 12 

response options, ranging from 1 = less than $10,000 to 12 = more than $750,000. The median 

annual income of the sample was 5 = between $50,000 and $75,000 (range = 1 to 12). For more 

information on the distribution of participants’ family incomes, see Figure 2.   

Academic outcomes. There were three measures of academic: course self-efficacy, 

academic engagement behaviors, and school belonging. The self-efficacy and school belonging 

measures were assessed on the one-time survey, whereas participants’ engagement behaviors 

were measured using data from the daily “diary” surveys. 

 Course self-efficacy. Participants’ efficacy scores were measured using one subscale of 

the College Self-Efficacy Instrument developed by Solberg et al. (1993). This seven-item scale 
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was designed to be a “valid and reliable college-efficacy measure” (p. 93) and boasts high 

internal consistency (α = .88). In our data, this scale remained highly consistent (α = .80). 

Participants rated how confident they were that they could successfully complete course 

performance tasks (e.g., “Research a term paper”) on a scale from 0 (not confident at all) to 7 

(extremely confident). The mean of these seven items was used as an overall index of course self-

efficacy. Accordingly, higher scores indicate a participant’s increased self-efficacy.  

 Academic engagement behaviors. On each day of the study, participants responded to 

several items about their academic feelings and behaviors. The present research focused on 

students’ answers to the question, “Did you do any of these things today?” and were shown four 

list items related to academic engagement behaviors (e.g., “participate in a class discussion”). 

Students answered 1 (yes) or 0 (no). To create a single index from these scores, researchers first 

found the sum of engagement behaviors from each day, which indicated the total number of 

behaviors each participant engaged in that day. Then, we calculated the mean number of 

engagement behaviors noted across all days of the study as a measure of the average number of 

behaviors across all days. This number was adjusted for days when the student did not have a 

class in their schedule. 

 School belonging. Using the Psychological Sense of School Membership (PSSM) Brief 

questionnaire developed by Hagborg (1994; 1998), we evaluated participants’ sense of personal 

belonging they experience at college. This 11-item measure is drawn from the longer 18-item 

scale devised by Goodenow (1993) and has been found to demonstrate a high degree of 

reliability (α = .90) and criterion validity. Participants were asked to think about the college that 

they currently attend and rate the truthfulness of statements such as “People at this school are 
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friendly to me.” Answers were recorded on a scale from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (completely true). 

Researchers then calculated the mean of these items to create an overall index of each 

participant’s school belonging, where higher scores indicate participants’ increased sense of 

college belonging. This scale remained highly reliable in this data collection (α = .91). 

Results 

Research Question 1: Change in Representation of Poverty from High School to College  

 To address the first research question, researchers gathered basic descriptive statistics in 

an effort to elucidate how students were moving, in terms of institutional poverty representation, 

from their high school setting to their college. The variable that represents participants’ change 

in contextual representation of poverty is termed, “ROPchange.” 

 As shown in Figure 3, across all participants, ROPchange ranged from -87.00 to 22.48 (M 

= -8.79, SD = 19.47). One hundred and forty-seven participants (63.9%) transitioned from a high 

school with a relatively higher representation of poverty among the student body to a college 

with a relatively lower representation of poverty. Thus, these participants experienced a decrease 

in contextual ROP.  Among these students, the mean difference between high school and college 

representations was -18.96%. Eighty-three participants (36.1%) experienced an increased 

representation of poverty in which they went from a high school with a relatively lower 

representation of poverty among the student body to a college with a relatively higher 

representation of poverty. Among these students, the mean difference between high school and 

college representations of poverty was +9.23%. 

 A few final tests were completed to gain a better understanding of the correlation 

between participant family income and experienced ROPchange. First, researchers ran a 



SOCIAL CLASS, ACADEMIC OUTCOMES, AND THE STUDENT 
 

28 

bivariate correlation to determine the correlation between income and ROPchange. Higher 

family income was associated with higher ROPchange, r(223) = .248, p < .001. Additionally, an 

independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare ROPchange in the lower-income and the 

higher-income dichotomized income groups. There was not a significant difference in 

participants’ experienced ROPchange for the lower-income (M = -10.17, SD = 19.22) and 

higher-income (M = -6.12, SD = 18.12) groups; t(221) = -1.61, p = 0.11. A simple descriptives 

analysis revealed that lower-income students experienced greater contextual ROPchange (M = -

10.17, SD = 19.23) than did their higher-income peers (M = -6.12, SD = 18.12), although the 

mean ROPchange across both groups remained negative, indicating a decrease in contextual 

ROP from high school to college. 

Research Question 2: Associations between SES and Academic Outcomes  

 To address the second research question, a series of hierarchical linear regressions were 

run predicting self-efficacy and engagement behaviors. In step 1, participant race/ethnicity was 

entered as a control variable. In step 2, income and ROPchange were entered as predictors. 

Finally, in step 3, the interaction between income and ROP was entered as a predictor. 

 Self-efficacy. Participant race/ethnicity accounted for a significant amount of variance in 

self efficacy (total R2 = 0.09, F(4, 216) = 5.25, p > 0.001; see Table 2, model 1). Adding the SES 

predictor variables (income and ROPchange) accounted for significantly more variance in course 

self-efficacy (R2 change = 0.04, F(2, 214) = 4.92, p = .008; total R2 = 0.13, F(6, 214) = 5.27, p < 

.001; see Table 2, model 2). At the individual level, students who reported higher family incomes 

tended to have higher course self-efficacy. However, change in contextual ROP was not 

associated with self-efficacy. Adding the interaction between income and ROP did not explain 
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additional variance in self-efficacy (R2 change = 0.003, F(1, 213) = 0.71, p = 0.399; see Table 2, 

model 3). 

 Daily in-class engagement behaviors. Participant race/ethnicity did not account for a 

significant amount of variance in daily in-class engagement (total R2 = 0.09, F(4, 208) = 1.84, p 

= 0.123; see Table 3, model 1). Adding the SES predictor variables (income and ROPchange) 

accounted for significantly more variance in daily in-class engagement (R2 change = 0.03, F(2, 

206) = 3.01, p = .051; total R2 = 0.25, F(6, 206) = 2.25, p = .040; see Table 3, model 2). At the 

contextual level, students who experienced an increase in contextual ROP tended to report fewer 

engagement behaviors. However, participant income was not associated with engagement 

behaviors. Adding the interaction between income and ROP accounted for significantly more 

variance in engagement behaviors (R2 change = 0.020, F(1, 205) = 4.55, p = 0.034; total R2 = 

0.29, F(7, 205) = 2.62, p = .013; see Table 3, model 3). 

 To follow up on this interaction effect, the researchers first created a dichotomized ROP 

variable so that one category included participants who experienced decreases in contextual 

ROP, whereas the other category included participants who experienced increases in contextual 

ROP. After splitting the data along this new variable, another hierarchical linear regression 

predicting engagement behaviors was run. In step 1, participants’ races/ethnicities were entered 

as control variables. In step 2, income was entered as a predictor. The results of this analysis 

show that although there was no overall main effect of income (as previously mentioned), this 

effect was qualified with an interaction with ROP change. For students who experienced 

decreases in contextual ROP, the association between income and engagement behaviors was 

positive (b = 0.04, SE = 0.03, p = 0.23) yet for students who experienced increases in contextual 
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ROP, the association between income and engagement behaviors was negative (b = -0.03, SE = 

0.04, p = 0.40).The significant interaction demonstrates that these two slopes are significantly 

different from one another, but with the reduced power from splitting the sample, each slope 

failed to reach significance. 

 To describe this interaction effect in another way, the researchers created a dichotomized 

income variable so that one category included all participants who indicated family incomes that 

were equal to or less than the sample median income, whereas the other category included all 

participants who indicated family incomes above sample median income. After splitting the data 

along this new variable, a final hierarchical linear regression predicting engagement behaviors 

was run. In step 1, participants’ race/ethnicity were entered as control variables. In step 2, 

ROPchange was entered as a predictor. The results of this analysis show that although there was 

an overall main effect of ROP (as previously mentioned), this effect was qualified with an 

interaction with income. For students from families with lower incomes, changes in contextual 

ROP had no association with engagement behaviors (b = -0.01, SE = 0.01, p = 0.36). For 

students from high income backgrounds, experiencing an increase in contextual ROP was 

associated with fewer engagement behaviors (b = -0.01, SE = 0.01, p = 0.04). Put differently, 

when students attend a college with a higher representation of poverty than their high school, 

they tend to engage in fewer engagement behaviors. 

Research Question 3: Mediation of SES Effects 

Income and self-efficacy. Given that students with higher SES, on average, reported 

higher levels of course self-efficacy, we proceeded with our third research question and sought to 

determine if the differences in school belonging mediated the differences in self-efficacy. To this 
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end, we conducted a series of analyses, following the procedure outlined by Baron and Kenny 

(1986). As demonstrated above, the first criterion of mediation was established because course 

self-efficacy varied systematically by income. Because the two contextual SES variables were 

not significant predictors of course self-efficacy, we proceeded using only our individual-level 

measure of SES, income. 

 Next, we performed a separate linear regression analysis to test if student SES was 

related to the proposed mediator variable, school belonging. Results indicated that income 

significantly predicted school belonging (b = 0.06, SE = 0.02 p = .008). Specifically, students 

from families with lower annual incomes reported significantly lower levels of school belonging. 

Given these results, we were able to proceed to the next step in qualifying for a full test of 

mediation. 

 To examine relationships between the proposed mediator and the outcome variable, 

course self-efficacy, we ran a third linear regression. Results indicated that school belonging 

significantly predicted course self-efficacy (b = 0.80, SE = 0.11, p < .001). Specifically, students 

with a lower sense of school belonging reported significantly lower levels of course self-efficacy. 

Given that all the criteria necessary for conducting a mediation analysis were met, we proceeded 

to the fourth step and formally tested the mediation.  

 As a final step, we ran a linear regression with both participant income and sense of 

school belonging as predictors of self-efficacy. As expected with mediation, school belonging 

remained a significant predictor of self-efficacy (b = 0.76, SE = 0.11, p < .001), but with school 

belonging in the model, income was no longer a significant predictor (b = 0.06, SE =0.04 p = 

.13). We used the procedure set forth by Sobel (1982) to estimate the magnitude and the 
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significance of the indirect (i.e., mediated) effects of income on self-efficacy through school 

belonging. As predicted, results of a Sobel test of mediation confirmed that school belonging 

fully mediated the relationship between SES and course self-efficacy (z = 2.47, p = .013). 

 ROPchange and in-class engagement. Given the above results that suggest ROPchange 

and the interaction between income and ROPchange significantly predict number of engagement 

behaviors, we next sought to determine if the differences in school belonging also mediate the 

differences in-class engagement. As the mediation procedure outlined by Baron and Kenny 

(1986) consists of ordered steps that must prove true to continue on in the mediation analysis, the 

failure to establish this first mediation criterion marked the end of the mediation analysis for in-

class engagement. The first criterion of mediation was not established because school belonging 

did not vary systematically by either ROPchange or the interaction between income and 

ROPchange. Thus, these results suggest school belonging is not a mediator of the in-class 

engagement. 

Discussion 

 As a measure of one's combined economic and social status, socioeconomic status (SES) 

has been recognized as an important influence on academic achievement and the student for over 

half a century (Coleman et al., 1966). However, most previous research has emphasized 

individual SES and unintentionally obfuscated the role that school context might play in 

academic outcomes. Acknowledging that socioeconomic status is an inherently contextual 

variable, the present study examined individual SES (income), contextual SES (percentage of 

student body in poverty), course self-efficacy, school belonging, and in-class engagement 

behaviors among college students. 
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To address our first research question, we employed measures of institutional poverty 

(FRL and Pell Grants) to elucidate participants’ experienced change in institutional SES from 

their secondary to collegiate institutions. Given that this is a relatively unexplored method of 

conceptualizing SES, our initial analyses served to describe the changes our participants 

experienced in contextual ROP. While there was a range, our hypothesis that more students 

would experience a decrease in contextual ROP than an increase in contextual ROP was 

confirmed; more students transitioned from high schools where relatively higher percentages of 

the student body received financial assistance compared to the representation present at their 

colleges. 

 These results seem intuitive for a few reasons. Firstly, due to data restrictions, our sample 

is entirely comprised of students who attended public school high schools and moved to private 

colleges. It makes sense that public (and free) high schools are still, overall, going to host more 

students in poverty than private (and increasingly expensive) colleges. In addition, due to the 

researchers’ decision to oversample traditionally-underrepresented college students for this 

study, it seems likely that this sample was much more likely to contain students hailing from 

more socioeconomically diverse high schools with greater contextual ROPs. Critically, because 

of this, the ROP descriptives found in this study likely cannot be generalized to represent a 

broader measure of the entire schools’ SES diversity (i.e., the range of incomes present in the 

student body).  

 It is important to note, however, that while FRL program and Pell Grant eligibility are 

commonly-used proxies for comparing SES diversity across institutions, these measures do not 

capture identical subsets of low income students. Although every student eligible for their high 



SOCIAL CLASS, ACADEMIC OUTCOMES, AND THE STUDENT 
 

34 

school’s FRL program is eligible for a Pell Grant, the inverse is not true. Qualifications for Pell 

Grant eligibility are typically much less strict than for FRL eligibility. As such, our data were, in 

some ways, predisposed to a mean increase in ROP. It is unclear what this measurement 

inconsistency obscures from our findings. It does suggest, however, that the decrease in ROP 

found within our sample was strong enough to maintain its negativity despite this predisposition 

to appear more positive. 

 Previously-conducted literature on working-class individuals who move into relatively 

more privileged positions (e.g., entering higher education institutions) paints a clear picture of 

the significant impact on one’s sense of self that accompanies social mobility due to the 

renegotiation of an important arena for identity exploration (Baxter & Britton, 2001; Dews & 

Law, 1995; Jones, 2003; Lawler, 1999; Ostrove, 2003; Skeggs, 1997; Tokarczyk & Fay, 1993; 

Wentworth & Peterson, 2001). More recent research has expanded on this finding, noting that 

the experience of identity reevaluation is not limited to individuals with backgrounds in the 

working class and is instead common to any experience of upward class mobility. For instance, 

Johnson et al. (2011) notes that students who come from class backgrounds that are not 

stigmatized in broader society (e.g., the U.S. middle class) can experience a psychological 

burden from learning to manage an identity that, while it has remained the same, is now 

underrepresented at elite private universities and stigmatized in their new local context. 

 Altogether, given the findings of past and present studies, it seems especially pertinent 

that researchers begin to more regularly include context-level measures in their SES research, 

particularly when the subjects are experiencing a transition between both place and, due to 

schools as class-based and class-limited institutions, class identity (e.g., Fine & Burns, 2003). 
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The results from the present study support the broader body of research which asserts that the 

entrance to college, particularly to private colleges like the ones in the present study, marks the 

transition to a relatively richer institutional context than most students are accustomed to. This 

denotes particular importance to studying this transition as a backdrop to both students’ 

education experiences and exploration of their social class identities in the presence of a new 

comparison set of peers. 

 For our next research question, we sought to explore how individual-level and context-

level measures of SES inform the college experience. Although SES is associated with an 

abundant number of academic outcomes, we focused our research on two of the outcomes that 

the literature identified for their especial pertinence to college students’ outcomes: self-efficacy 

and engagement behaviors. 

Self-efficacy findings. I hypothesized that students’ course self-efficacy would be 

positively related to income (replicating previous studies) and that as ROP in college increased 

relevant to high school, low-income students would experience an increase in their self-efficacy, 

whereas higher-income students would not experience any change. Findings confirmed the 

hypothesized main effect of income: students who reported higher family incomes tended to 

display higher course self-efficacy. However, the next hypothesis was not confirmed, as neither 

ROPchange nor the interaction between income and ROPchange was associated with students’ 

course self-efficacy  

 One possibility for why students’ experience of contextual ROPchange does not explain 

any variance in their course self-efficacy is related to the relative crudeness of this measure. 

Although data representing the entire distribution of incomes (or even a range of incomes) 
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present in the student body would be a much more refined measure of both institution-wide 

representation of incomes, these measures are simply not widely collected at the secondary or the 

collegiate levels. Future related studies might consider studying a representative sample of 

participants from only a few high schools, using their reported incomes to have a better 

understanding of high school income distribution and offer opportunity for more nuanced 

analyses and discussion. 

 Additionally, it is possible that that our participants’ cognitions of their efficacy 

coincided closely with their own, “actual” course efficacy. As all of our participants matriculated 

to relatively selective private institutions, however, there is a presumed, increased likelihood that 

their high schools adequately prepared them for college—at least enough to convince college 

admission officers. However, this fails to fully explain why our individual measure of family 

SES did have an effect on students’ self-efficacy, an important point to explore in future studies. 

These studies could directly ask participants how well they felt their high schools prepared them 

for college. Alternatively, if researchers were interested in a more objective measure of high 

school quality, they could limit their participants to students who all attended high schools within 

in the same US state (one that preferably reports reliable “high school report card” quality 

measures). Both of these design modifications could add considerable clarity to why contextual 

SES does not seem to be related to self-efficacy.    

 Conversely, it is possible the finding that students’ experience of contextual ROPchange 

does not explain any variance in their course self-efficacy is a true null finding. In other words, 

the discrepancy between the contextual representation of poverty in high school and college 

simply may not contribute in any way to students’ self-efficacy. If this is the case, this finding is 
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relatively reassuring in that it suggests it does not appear as though one’s context of origin has an 

inescapable, irreversible, or otherwise inconvenient effect on their self-efficacy. In consideration 

of previous institutional interventions findings surrounding student self-efficacy (e.g., Betz & 

Schifano, 2000), a true null hypothesis here points to a smoother transition to college for students 

from institutions of all contextual representations of poverty in regards to self-efficacy. 

After determining that income did in fact explain a significant amount of the variance in 

students’ self-efficacy, we sought to determine whether the self-efficacious consequences of 

lower family income was mediated by the students’ sense of college belonging. Consistent with 

previous research, the effect a student’s income has on their self-efficacy is mediated by their 

sense of school belonging (Ostrove & Long, 2007). Critically, these findings suggest that an 

individual’s family income appears to significantly influence self-efficacy, not directly, but via 

the student’s sense of college belonging. Put another way, this relationship is not simply about 

income; it’s also substantially about the extent to which students feel integrated with their 

campus and the role that their SES plays in that sense of integration. 

There is an emphatic reason institutions and policy makers might be interested in school 

belonging as a mediator of the deleterious effect low income has on student academic outcomes: 

while we may not be able to remove societal SES stratification and inequality (even on an 

institution-by-institution basis) we can incorporate interventions that help support students’ 

development of school belonging. Put simply, if it is possible to patch the purportedly SES-

induced achievement gap with the encouragement of school belonging, it is quite valuable to 

research this relationship in order to inform future intervention strategies. 
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Academic engagement behavior findings. In addition to examining the association 

between SES and self-efficacy, the researchers also examined the associations between SES and 

academic engagement behaviors. Firstly, we hypothesized that engagement behaviors would be 

positively related to income. Our next hypothesis was that an increase ROPchange would be 

associated with an increase in engagement behaviors among low-income students, whereas 

higher-income students would not experience any correlation. Neither of these hypotheses were 

confirmed. The finding that participants’ family income does not significantly explain variance 

in their engagement behaviors is optimistically reassuring, as it suggests that students from both 

low-income and high-income backgrounds are equally engaged in class. However, a main effect 

of ROPchange was observed; students who experienced an increase in contextual ROP tended to 

report fewer class engagement behaviors. Additionally, both main effects were qualified by an 

interaction. For students who experienced decreases in contextual ROP, the association between 

income and engagement behaviors was positive, for students who experienced increases in 

contextual ROP, however, #finish this sentence with a parallel structure to the first clause. 

Follow-up tests revealed for students from families with lower incomes, changes in contextual 

ROP had no effect on engagement behaviors, but for students from high income backgrounds, 

experiencing an increase in contextual ROP was associated with fewer engagement behaviors. 

 These results suggest that among students from higher income families, experiencing an 

increase in contextual ROP is associated with fewer in-class engagement behaviors. 

Alternatively, among students from lower income families, experiencing any change in 

contextual ROP had no effect on their engagement behaviors. Due to the predictive power 
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positive engagement behaviors have for overall academic achievement (Hung et al., 2006), these 

results seem particularly integral to the discussion of intergroup academic achievement.  

 This finding could be the manifestation of high-income students’ recognition (on some 

level) of their relative privilege contributing to a feeling that they don’t have to work as hard to 

achieve academic success. Recent years have seen growth in the area of study surrounding 

academic entitlement in higher education, or the attitude that one is “owed” academic success 

even without putting forth personal effort to earn that success. The possibility of relatively high 

SES predictor for academic entitlement (and one that may be specifically drawn upon in a new 

environment) seems inherently appealing—Gillies (2005) posits that the modern construction of 

what she calls “the right to be bright” is intrinsically connected to social class (p. 842). The 

author argues that the tendency for middle and upper class parents to continuously praise their 

children has led to a generation of young adults who tend to believe they are entitled to academic 

success more than previous generations and, importantly, more than their relatively less 

economically privileged peers. However, the results in this relatively new field surrounding the 

exact relationship between SES and academic entitlement convey disparate findings, and future 

research could help illuminate the possibility of an increase in contextual representation of 

poverty correlating to a sense of increased academic entitlement among students from higher 

SES backgrounds, which may function to decrease engagement behaviors. 

 The above suggestion necessitates something of a “triggering effect” that may occur 

when students from higher income families enter an institution with an increased representation 

of poverty, otherwise the results would just be that higher income students would show fewer 

engagement behaviors no matter the context, which doesn’t explain the interaction between 
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income and context. This, however, is a plausible explanation. Johnson et al. (2011) describes an 

effect seen in students who come from class backgrounds that are not stigmatized in broader 

society (e.g., the U.S. middle class) but who can experience a psychological burden from 

learning to manage an identity that, while it has remained the same, is now underrepresented at 

elite private universities and stigmatized in their new local context. Their research suggests that 

many such students experience the feelings and repercussions of being chronically lower in 

social class even without a change in their objective class location due to their new rank in their 

surroundings. In the absence of more complete information surrounding the exact income 

bracket breakdown of institutions, which would be particularly helpful in elucidating what the 

socioeconomic status of the non-poverty portions of institutions looks like, it remains unclear 

whether these identities were definitively underrepresented at their new institutions. Whether the 

current results are comprised of a combination of these two rationale or, likely, have their roots 

at least partially in unknown factors beyond the scope of the present work, this finding and its 

precipitants are worth exploring. 

 Although the finding that positive ROPchange, what many colleges would laud as 

hallmarks of their celebration of diversity, negatively impacts only students from high income 

backgrounds may seem preferable to negatively affecting all students, it is important to 

acknowledge that this limited effect could also lead to the under-detection and under-prioritizing 

of this problem. For instance, if students from lower income families or from lower ROP high 

schools appear to be “getting by” in terms of their engagement behaviors (and thus, likely in the 

eyes of their professors), the real and significant disadvantage that comes from these same 

students’ lower self-efficacy could slip through the pedagogical cracks. In fact, literature on 
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other identities and the idea of “passing” does suggest that this may be the case (Kraus et al., 

2012). Future studies might consider incorporating additional measures of participants’ class-

masking desires and behaviors as an insider in an effort to explore this possibility. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Importantly, effects of SES held even when we controlled for the effects of 

race/ethnicity. Current research suggests that race and socioeconomic status are highly 

interrelated such that there is a well-established “wealth gap” between families of color and 

White families (Singh & Rice, 2015). Although race was a significant predictor in predicting 

self-efficacy and engagement behaviors, the effects of SES were found to explain additional 

variance in these variables above and beyond race, suggesting that experiences related to SES, 

while inherently related to other social identities, are also uniquely important on their own. 

Nonetheless, race may still meaningfully interact with SES. For example, individual SES 

may have different effects for students of color than it has for White students. The current study 

did not have a racially diverse enough sample to test these effects, which is particularly 

problematic when one considers the incredible coexistence and overlap of racial and SES 

identities in the United States (Crenshaw, 1994). Future research would only be improved 

through the use of participants that are representative of the wide range of gender, ethnic, and 

other diversities as they exist in educational institutions across the nation today. 

 A strength of this study was the inclusion of context SES. However, as discussed earlier, 

eligibility for FRL and Pell are crude measures of poverty, let alone broader representation of 

contextual SES.  Other ways of measuring context would allow a similar study to not just use 

contextual representation of poverty as a variable but develop much more comprehensive 
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representations of where they went to school. There would be more accountability in a measure 

like this in capturing schools that have very equal distributions of a wide range of incomes versus 

schools that perhaps, despite having a low rate of students eligible for FRL program also never 

reach the relative income bracket “extremes” that are typically much more commonplace at 

private collegiate institutions (Johnson et al., 2011). If there were enough schools like the 

hypothetical one just described, our results could be underappreciating the effect of being middle 

class but feeling “less than” due to your income level at college could reasonably have on your 

course self-efficacy, engagement behaviors, and school belonging at college. Future research 

should consider creative ways to gather more nuanced measures of individual and contextual 

socioeconomic class. 

 Additionally, in order to have an idea of the institutional SES of students’ high schools, 

we were limited to schools that had FRL data publically available. This meant that students 

coming from schools that were not public (e.g., private, charter, independent, and home schools) 

had to be eliminated from our sample. As many of these non-public secondary institutions 

operate much differently in terms of cost, prestige, and thus, institutional SES, it is a shame that 

these students were unable to be analyzed alongside their public-school peers in this study. 

Future studies could benefit from directly studying a diversity of high school types, which could 

be possible with explicit partnership and data provided by individual high schools but was 

unfortunately impossible in the present study, which used archival data and would have required 

buy-in from nearly fifty private institutions (who may or may not even possess up-to-date SES 

data to give out, let alone their willingness to do so.)  It is very possible the main effect of 

income observed here, such that students who reported higher family incomes tended to display 



SOCIAL CLASS, ACADEMIC OUTCOMES, AND THE STUDENT 
 

43 

higher course self-efficacy, was not a direct effect of income and instead an indirect effect via 

school type. Put differently, it is possible that the effects of individual income this study on 

academic outcomes are mediated by the high school environment type.  

  Relatedly, just as our high school type was limited, so was the sample of colleges’ data 

we had access to in using this archival data set. The colleges included in this study were all 

relatively small, private, and elite schools in Minnesota. Future research is needed to examine 

whether individual-level and contextual-level SES variables similarly affect academic outcomes 

at different types of educational institutions, nearly all of which feature wider diversity in 

acceptance rates and student populations (e.g., public universities, community colleges, or 

technical schools). Although this diversity would be important in all studies regarding student 

identity, it is particularly relevant in work that revolves around SES with the recognition that 

public and private undergraduate institutions often have vastly different levels of tuition and fees 

and are thus simply not realistic options for huge swaths of the US population. Additionally, full-

time, four year programs necessitate a certain amount of expendable time and resources whereas 

other types of schools often offer more flexibility in these regards. It would be of interest to see 

if institutional-level SES remains an important factor in academic outcomes in cases in which the 

student is not a full-time student and is thus less intimately engrained in this environment. 

Expanding on this further, it would be interesting to see, in an age where the Internet claims 

more students than ever before (Horn & Christensen, 2011), if the effect of contextual SES 

variables remains when the “context” is not face-to-face. 

 Additionally, the authors would like to address our decision to measure only SES at a 

contextual level. Our research was guided specifically by how SES is a socioeconomic variable, 
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despite it’s common operationalization in quantitative studies as a purely individual trait; in 

short, we identified a clear dearth of knowledge surrounding how contextual SES affects the 

college experience and students’ academic outcomes. However, we want to acknowledge that 

many variables could be measured outside the individual. The perspective of schools-as-

communities, the idea that schools should operate as accepting communities in which all students 

can achieve to their greatest potential, appears more commonly in the literature on adolescent 

educational research (Battistich et al., 1995). In an effort to explain school misbehavior among 

15 and 17-year-old students, Demanet and Van Houtte (2011) gathered participants’ personal 

sense of school belonging, peer attachment, and perceived teacher support (e.g., an individual-

level effect) as well as an aggregate measure of the mean sense of school belonging present in a 

student body (e.g., a school-level effect). This study found that individual-level belonging was 

more important to levels of school misconduct, as no relation was seen with school-level 

belonging once the three aspects of individual belonging were considered. While these results 

maintain our confidence in the present study’s exploration of exclusively individual-level 

measures of school belonging, they raise an important point: there is value in studying many 

variables, not just SES or school belonging, on both the individual and community levels. This 

seems particularly relevant within the environment of a school. Future research on college 

students could benefit from adapting the findings and procedures of this school-as-communities 

view (Battistich et al., 1995) largely pioneered by studies involving younger students. 

 Moreover, although the present study only found two academic outcomes (e.g., self-

efficacy and engagement behaviors) that were predicted by contextual SES, there may be others 

that were not measured by the present study. Other commonly-studied variables that show ties to 
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measures of students’ individual-level social class and may also be affected by contextual 

measures include academic concerns, sensitivity to SES-based identity discrepancy (SSID), self-

regulation, psychological adjustment, academic engagement, social engagement, etc. Future 

research into the variety of academic outcomes that could be associated with contextual 

representation of ROP and individuals’ experienced change in ROP between high school and 

college will only advance the studies of SES and education.  

Theory-Driven Interventions and Recommendations   

 Broadly speaking, the findings from this study further support the assertion that although 

individual-level SES measures significantly predict academic outcomes, contextual-level SES 

measures explain more than enough of the variance to suggest that researchers and educators 

cannot afford to continue overlooking these variables. Further, with regard to our ROPchange 

variable, it is evident that is not only one’s current institutional ROP, but also their contextual 

ROP history, that affects their lives. College students’ high school ROP does not cease 

influencing their lives when they step onto their college campus for the first time. These findings 

support the previously discussed recent literature that posit that one’s “class of origin” remains 

important, even once you leave it, and expands that to include class of origin as measured 

contextually (Lawler 1999; Reay, 1996). 

This study contributes to a growing literature on ways to reduce achievement gaps among 

college students from diverse social groups as well as literature on new, effective ways of 

conceptualizing social class. Stephens, Hamedani, and Destin (2014) note that a common 

approach to reducing achievement gaps has been to equate difference as a source of threat for 

students from underrepresented and stigmatized groups and that interventions should thus shift 
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attention away from this difference. However, this finds itself in direct conflict with leading 

theories of multicultural education (e.g., Gurin et al., 2013; Milem et al., 2005), which posit that 

difference is not inherently threatening and that, additionally difference-blind approaches are not 

the most effective way to reduce threat. Stephens, Hamedani, and Destin (2014) implemented a 

difference-education intervention among incoming college students, emphasizing how their 

diverse backgrounds can shape their college experience. This approach was found to eliminate 

the social-class achievement gap experienced by first-generation students and improve the 

college transition for all students on numerous psychosocial outcomes. In this way, future 

research and interventions surrounding SES and the college student should examine ways in 

which intentional exploration of how SES impacts the college experience can be empowering, 

enlightening, and provide students with the tools to overcome potential challenges their 

backgrounds might present. 

 If teachers and academic institutions can take steps to intentionally create learning 

environments which support the development of students’ course self-efficacy, this may have the 

potential to improve student outcomes. Whether our results are due directly do to income and 

ROPchange or if they are influenced by high school quality, these findings suggest that educators 

should dedicate additional effort to supporting students from SES backgrounds that are 

traditionally underrepresented at undergraduate institutions, even when potentially not 

underrepresented in mainstream society. Additional resources should go to students who not only 

come from collegiately-underrepresented SES backgrounds but also are underrepresented in 

terms of race/ethnicity (particularly black students) and generation. Further, the results of the 
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current study suggest that students from well-represented backgrounds could benefit from 

exploration of how their social class identities can impact their collegiate experience. 

 For instance, universities could work to make small changes to expand the recognition, 

appreciation, and accommodation of SES diversity in the ways their university culture 

conceptualizes what it means to be a student. For example, college institutions could develop 

communication materials (e.g., student guidebooks, university mission statements, admissions 

advertisements, and videos) that strategically emphasize the value they place on all student body 

diversity and on the value class engagement holds for all students’ development.  

 The results presented here suggest a number of options available to collegiate institutions 

to ease the challenges that students experience when transitioning between high school to 

college, and thus, often disparate contextual ROP. The broad results of the present research – that 

people’s past and present individual- and contextual-level SES environments matter —can and 

should be leveraged in future research and initiatives to foster more inclusive and equitable 

academic experiences. 
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Figure 1. Distribution of the representations of poverty (as calculated by FRL eligibility) at 
participants' high schools. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of participants’ reported annual family income bracket.  

  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Fr
eq

eu
nc

y

Annual Family Income



SOCIAL CLASS, ACADEMIC OUTCOMES, AND THE STUDENT 
 

64 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of the ROP change from high school to college. 
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Table 1 
        College Economic Demographics for Full-Time Undergraduate Students         

College 
Participants 
N (%) 

Student Body 
Size 

Annual 
tuition and 
fees ($) 

Graduation 
Rate (%) 

Students with 
Financial 
Need (%) 

Graduating 
with Student 
Loan Debt 
(%) 

Average debt 
of graduates 
($) 

Pell Grant 
Recipient (%) 

A 45 (19.6) 4340 31,760 74 73 80 33,685 29 

B 47 (20.4) 2045 46,167 93 55 39 18,302 13 

C 59 (25.7) 2449 39,120 81 72 76 36,636 25 

D 45 (21.3) 2039 45,388 90 69 68 24,156 17 

E 30 (13.0) 3125 40,700 89 65 60 28,396 14 

Note. Number of participants and student body size measured in people.         
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Table 2         

Results from Hierarchical Linear Models: Predictors and Mediators of Course Self-Efficacy 

  Model 

              1              2          3             4 
  

b SE b SE b SE b SE 
 Intercept 8.98 0.01*** 8.87 0.11*** 8.88 0.11*** 5.92 0.44*** 

Ethnicity         
 Asian -0.78 0.32* -0.62 0.32 -0.58 0.32 -0.51 0.29 

 Latino -1.15 0.41** -0.92 0.40* -0.93 0.41* -0.88 0.37* 

 Black -1.39 0.45** -1.00 0.48* -0.90 0.49 -0.24 0.46 

 Multiracial -0.10 0.30 0.00 0.30 0.00 0.30 -0.04 0.27 

SES Measures         
 Income   0.11 0.04** 0.11 0.04* 0.06 0.04 

 ROPchange   0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 

 Income x 
ROPchange 

    0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Mediators         
 School belonging       0.76 0.11*** 

          

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.        
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        Table 3 
        Results from Hierarchical Linear Models: Predictors and Mediators of Engagement Behaviors 

  Model 

            1           2           3        4 
  b SE b SE b SE b SE 
 Intercept 3.05 0.06*** 3.00 0.07*** 3.02 0.07*** 2.03 0.29*** 

Ethnicity         
 Asian -0.38 0.19 -0.46 0.20* -0.41 0.20* -0.40 0.19* 

 Latino -0.15 0.24 -0.20 0.24 -0.21 0.24 -0.19 0.23 

 Black -0.25 0.27 -0.49 0.29 -0.34 0.29 -0.12 0.29 

 Multiracial -0.35 0.18 -0.36 0.18* -0.37 0.18* -0.37 0.18* 

SES Measures         
 Income   0.01 0.03 0.00 0.03 -0.01 0.03 

 ROPchange   -0.01 0.00* -0.01 0.00* -0.01 0.00 

 Income x 
ROPchange     

-0.01 0.00* -0.01 0.00* 

Mediators         
 School belonging       0.25 0.07*** 

          

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.        
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