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Abstract: How is post-secondary decision-making influenced by the types of social capital students
access? This study draws from interviews with 30 students in a low-income neighbourhood to
examine who they turn to for post-secondary advice during the application process. Interactions
with different ties and their influence on decision-making alignment, misalignment or uncertainty are
explored. I find that students who report relying more on bonding (family and friends) social capital
over (bridging) ties with school personnel demonstrate more misalignment in decision-making. In
contrast, those who rely more on ties with school personnel exhibit more decision-making alignment.
Many students whose proposed choices demonstrated alignment also lacked overall ‘fit’ and had
unrealistic aspirations, except for a select few who reported close and consistent relationships with
institutional agents. These findings contribute to the social capital literature examining the potential
of institutional agents to help low-income students circumvent social stratification processes.
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1. Introduction

The decision to attend college or university for youth transitioning directly from
secondary school is both weighty and risky, as choosing the right program or institution
can mean the difference between successful completion or dropping out (Rosenbaum
2011). The potential risks of not completing post-secondary and the consequences of
student loans are more pronounced for students with fewer social and economic resources
(Goldrick-Rab 2016); thus, lower-income students have less room for error when making
decisions about the types of institutions and programs they apply to (Armstrong and
Hamilton 2013; Cox 2016). Social scientists have explored the role of information and
uncertainty in decision-making, working from the premise that some students operate
with information deficits (Goyette 2008; Grodsky and Riegle-Crumb 2010; Sabates et al.
2011). A lack of information about post-secondary pathways can manifest as an over-
or under-estimation of the amount of education required for a particular job, or in other
words, misalignment. Much of the work on alignment, however, consists of quantitative
studies focusing on modeling predictive associations between decision-making beliefs
and post-secondary enrollment decisions (Morgan et al. 2013) or labour market outcomes
(Kim et al. 2019). Other research examines the relationship between mentorship ties and
high school achievement (Erickson et al. 2009) or college application rates (Bryan et al.
2011). However, none of this work focuses on the relationship between social ties and their
influence on helping shape beliefs and expectations about post-secondary pathways during
the application process. This reflects a general lack of qualitative research that focuses on
the social processes which inform educational decision-making behaviours.

Recent qualitative work that interviews students about the social ties that they turn to
for post-secondary advice reveals important decision-making patterns for certain social
groups. For example, Perez and McDonough (2008) find that ethnic minority students defer
to close (bonding) ties within their own ethnic group, choosing post-secondary pathways
close to home, or institutions that other family members have attended. Other researchers,
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like Hardie (2015, p. 256), note that working-class and poor students have “restricted
networks”, which cannot offer many resources to help with decision-making; thus, lower-
income students tend to rely on school personnel (bridging social capital), also referred
to as institutional agents (see Stanton-Salazar 2010) to help them with decision-making.
However, this research does not use an evaluative framework to assess the quality of
decision-making, focusing exclusively on ties and less on the rationales students use to
explain their decision-making.

This article uses Schneider and Stevenson’s (1999) framework of “aligned ambition”.
Schneider and Stevenson (1999) argue that students who lack the ability to link their
near-term educational plans with future labour market pathways are at a higher risk for
“misalignment”. Decision-making alignment, or “aligned ambition”, occurs when students’
educational expectations satisfy the educational requirements of their future occupational
aspirations.) to address a central research question: how do ties with close family members
(bonding) versus non-parental and school-based ties (bridging) influence post-secondary
decisions? To answer this question, it draws from 30 in-depth interviews with students
at Eastgate Secondary (Pseudonym) during the “search” stage (The ‘search’ stage refers
to the period when students gather information and consult various sources to narrow
down their post-secondary application set, whereas the choice stage involves making a
final decision (see Hossler and Gallagher 1987 for information about this framework) of the
decision-making life-course in situ (Svendsen 2006), to explore how the process unfolds in
real-time. Much of the work in the decision-making literature also lacks a focus on students
who live in the poorest neighbourhoods, with little social and economic resources, who are
at the greatest risk for negative educational outcomes (Croninger and Lee 2001; Finn and
Rock 1997; Galindo et al. 2017; Rush and Vitale 1994). Eastgate secondary is located in one
of the poorest neighbourhods in the province of Ontario, thus serving as an ideal context
to examine low-income student decision-making.

The aim of this research is to explore which types of social capital students rely on for
advice in the decision-making process, and to examine the range and quality of decisions
produced. The ‘instrumentality’ of social capital is often context dependent, as well as
shaped by students’ social class backgrounds, and the ties that are available to them in
their networks. Thus, while patterns in decision-making associated with both bonding
and bridging social capital ties are found, the use of the concept of ‘fit’ helps illustrate the
various nuances in decision-making behaviour. This research finds that while students who
report both bonding and bridging social capital can possess alignment, they do so while
also demonstrating uncertainty and a lack of “fit”; their post-secondary application choices
align with their stated career aspirations, but their goals are unrealistic. Thus, this research
theorizes that alignment may only be useful when it is paired with consistent and close ties
with institutional agents, who can help students choose programs that correspond with
their educational achievement and career goals. This research contributes to the work of
Stanton-Salazar (2010) and others (see Farmer-Hinton 2008; Stephan 2013; Schwartz et al.
2016) who stress the importance of mentoring relationships between low-income students
and school personnel.

2. Decision-Making Alignment and Social Capital

Lareau and Cox (2011) use the concept of “fit” to describe the efforts of invested
middle and upper middle-class parents in helping their kids choose a PSE (post-secondary
education) institution that aligns with their academic and social skillsets. Implicit within
their conceptualization of finding the right “fit” for children is that students without
this type of direct intervention can be forced to make decisions on their own, and often
with limited information. Students from more privileged backgrounds can count on their
parents having more intimate understandings of the inner-workings of the PSE system,
and can thus intervene on their behalf when they feel decisions do not “fit” well with their
interests and capabilities. Where cultural capital theorists concentrate on the adaptation of
daily and cultural practices to align with schooling requirements (Alon 2009; Aurini and



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 83 3 of 18

Hillier 2018; Calarco 2014; Davies and Rizk 2018; Lareau 2011), other scholars have focused
on the role that information deficits and uncertainty play in decision-making (see Goyette
2008; Morgan et al. 2013; Schneider and Stevenson 1999). Schneider and Stevenson’s (1999)
work on aligned ambition is the most well-known of these studies which focuses on the
role of occupational plans on decision-making rationales.

Schneider and Stevenson (1999) warn that students can form unrealistic ambitions for
postsecondary careers, based on limited information from their parents, as well as from a
lack of access to school personnel. Without an informed understanding of how certain edu-
cational pathways can match their occupational goals, students could be making decisions
in suboptimal conditions that can compromise the consistency of their decision-making
(Morgan et al. 2013). Furthermore, they may be unaware how degree pathways align
with their grades, goals and available financial means, making investments in education
which are not good for them long-term. The costs of such miscalculations are more dire
for students from low-income backgrounds. Other scholars, like Stanton-Salazar (2010),
also illustrate the urgency of sound decision-making for low-income students, by stressing
the importance of forming strong ties with school personnel. The role of school personnel,
or “institutional agents” becomes extremely important for them, as they generally lack
close ties with adults who can provide informed guidance about postsecondary pathways.
Therefore, it is important to understand what kinds of ties students have within their
networks, and their influence on the quality of decision-making.

Bonding and bridging social capital are two often cited categories in educational
literature (Galindo et al. 2017), developed by Putnam (2001) to understand the different
functions of social ties. Bonding social capital refers to ties formed with similar others,
usually within close knit, and homogenous groups (Coleman 1988). Its function is to
build cohesive ties, founded on trust and reciprocity. Bridging social capital, in contrast,
moves the actor outside of their immediate networks, and is dependent on connections
with people from different social circles; its function is to expand an individual’s network,
as well as access to resources. Bridging, or weak ties (see Granovetter 1995), can help
individuals access novel information that can help them succeed. However, the concepts
of bonding and bridging social capital have been critiqued for being “too instrumentalist
about its effects” (Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993, p. 1346). Scholars have argued that
the mechanisms and social structures that precede the emergence of social capital, and
help shape it, can lead to positive and negative effects. Others have expanded on this
critical approach, suggesting low-income and minority students are often prevented by
the social structures (i.e., schools) they inhabit from activating available networks with
teachers (Stanton-Salazar 1997).

3. Bonding Social Capital

Low-income and first-generation PSE students tend to rely on the advice of their
family and friends, many of whom never attended PSE. In a mixed methods study with a
sample of 17 first year Latina/o college students, Person and Rosenbaum (2006) find that
they rely heavily on ties with their family and friends in their enrollment decisions. This
also leads to students forming ethnic enclaves, with many Latina/o attending the same
schools and acting as sources of support and information for one another. While this type
of bonding social capital might seem advantageous for social support and assimilation
purposes, it potentially limits the amount of information that students are exposed to.

Bonding social capital has been argued to be advantageous for students with networks
comprised of friends with parents that have post-secondary educations (Carolan and
Lardier 2018). However, less is known about the potential negative effects of bonding
social capital, particularly for students from the poorest neighbourhoods. Navigating
through postsecondary options without the proper guidance from schools and parental
supports can often lead low-income students into impractical choices which can increase
their chances for dropping out (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Lehmann 2007). While
low-income parents provide moral support and encouragement which can lead to positive
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emotional outcomes for students, parents without post-secondary education are not able to
provide informed, first-hand advice.

4. Bridging Social Capital

Bridging social capital connects us with ties outside our immediate social circles
who can provide us with novel information and opportunities (Burt 2000). However, the
influence of such ties for educational decision-making is something that has been missing
from the literature. According to Stanton-Salazar (2010), working-class and minority youth
lack ties to high-status adults who can offer them advice. Therefore, the teachers and other
personnel that they encounter on a daily basis at school, thus present them with a potential
source of high-status network contacts who can link them with other influential adults.
The advice they offer can help empower low-income students to make effective decisions
and counteract educational stratification.

Several researchers have used these insights to demonstrate the importance of institu-
tional agents in shaping the educational outcomes of students from low-income communi-
ties. Stephan (2013) looks at the role of counselors as an important source of social capital
for students, particularly from disadvantaged areas. She argues that low-income students
can benefit immensely from one-on-one coaching from trained counselors, as they are less
likely than their higher SES counterparts to seek out and receive such attention. Cates and
Schaefle (2011) similarly find that targeted services for low-income college students, like
mentoring, advising and summer programs improve outcomes. Ferguson (2018) finds that
teachers who receive praise and gratitude from the low-income students they serve are
more likely to continue on mentoring students well after the initial relationship is formed.
Thus, along with initiating contact with institutional agents, students are well-served when
they take steps to actively look for, and cultivate relationships with mentors who can
help guide them (Holland 2010). Unfortunately, the literature is replete with evidence
of low-income students’ lack of cultural capital (Lareau and Cox 2011) and know-how
(Schwartz et al. 2016) required to form and develop their own social networks.

5. Canadian versus U.S. Education Systems

To understand student decision-making in a Canadian context, it is important to
highlight some of the distinguishing features of our system, particularly as it compares to
the United States. Scholars have long acknowledged Canada as a persuasive counterfac-
tual to the U.S., using their many similarities as an opportunity to compare and analyze
distinctions (Siddiqi et al. 2009; Siddiqi et al. 2013). The Canadian postsecondary system is
far less stratified than the U.S., with less disparity between the funding institutions receive
at the top of the institutional hierarchy, versus those in the mid-to-lower tiers (Davies and
Zarifa 2012). Canadian students have been said to place their decision-making emphasis
on lucrative programmes within universities (Davies and Hammack 2005) as opposed to
relying on institutional prestige and university rankings (Pizarro Milian and Rizk 2018).
Costs associated with higher education, on average, are reported to be 40% higher in the
United States; however, there is evidence that the threshold between lower-income students
and tuition costs is lower in the U.S. because of more financial support for these students
(Belley et al. 2014). The average cost of university tuition in Ontario for 2020–2021 is $7938
(Statistics Canada 2021). This can be a significant cost for students at Eastgate, considering
that over half of the population in the neighbourhood have an average household income
of less than $50,000 annually. It is thus not surprising that post-secondary enrolment for
Eastgate students can be up to 15% lower than school board averages, depending on the
year.

6. Data and Methods

Eastgate Secondary was chosen as the research site because of its location in an area of
the city that has been labelled by municipal authorities as a “priority neighbourhood”. This
category was created by the city to help develop policies that address many of the social
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problems that are challenges for this community. For example, the median family income
is 30% lower than the municipal average, while the percentage of adults with bachelor
degrees is 75% lower. There is also a higher concentration of government subsidized
housing, and the condition of many of these homes are poor, with vandalism and graffiti
being consistent problems.

The school and area in which it is located have been in the local news repeatedly over
the past two decades for issues relating to gang violence, and the risks to children in the
community growing up in an environment of urban “decay” and “disorder” (see Cyr
2014, p. 11). Eastgate is also consistently ranked at the top of the school boards’ annual
index measuring external challenges, such as median family income, and their influence on
negative educational outcomes. These factors made Eastgate an ideal or “information-rich”
site, chosen specifically for the insights it would promise with regards to the postsecondary
decision-making of low-income students (Palinkas et al. 2015, p. 534).

My sample of interviewees can be classified on a continuum ranging from low-income
to working-class. Most of the students’ parents work in either blue collar jobs, as labourers,
or in poorly paid and insecure jobs in the food service industry (for an explanation of class
categorization, see Thompson et al. 2016). Only two students fell outside the working
class/low-income category, as they have parents employed in professional or managerial
roles (see Appendix A). Black students represent the third largest visible minority in the
school board after South and East Asians, but at Eastgate, they are the overwhelming
majority, with South and East Asians making up a majority of the remaining student body.

A strategic and purposive sampling strategy (see Miles et al. 2014) was employed to
recruit students in grade 12 English and mathematics courses, which serve as prerequisites
for a majority of post-secondary programs in Canada. Purposive sampling, which is a
standard in qualitative research, is used when the researcher “decides what needs to be
known and sets out to find people who are willing to provide the information” (Etikan et al.
2016, p. 2) These classes were intentionally targeted for recruitment, as they were likely to
contain graduating students with post-secondary aspirations. The final sample included
(18) females and (12) males which closely approximates the 62% of female undergraduates
reported in federal census data (Turcotte 2011). A total of 30 students were interviewed, 20
of whom were Black, but from a variety of ethnic ancestries; the remaining 10 were from
various South, West and Southeast Asian countries (see Appendix B). While the sample of
students in this study is diverse, I focus only on social class, as the small sample size limits
controlling for race and gender differences.

All students were either first- or second-generation immigrants, while the great ma-
jority (26/30) were first-generation postsecondary students. Four students had parents
with postsecondary education, but who received their degrees outside of Canada (e.g., the
United States, and Europe), thus their knowledge of the Canadian PSE system is likely
limited. More specifically, 65 percent of mothers and fathers have “unknown” or less than
high school education. The interviewees who answered “other” or “unknown” for parental
education are from impoverished or war-torn countries like Afghanistan or Somalia. When
probed further during interviews about their parents’ education, these students admitted
that their education was so low it was difficult to say when they ceased attending school.
Some students have stay at home mothers (7), while others are unemployed, cannot work
or are on social assistance (see Appendix A). Just over half of the students reported living
in the same household with both their mother and father (see Appendix B).

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 students at Eastgate Secondary be-
tween October and December in 2018, very close to the January 2019 college and university
application deadlines. The collection of surveys prior to interviews further triangulated
data collection, along with the presence of college and university enrollment data provided
by the school’s guidance counselors. On the surveys, students indicated their age, race,
citizenship status, as well as the occupation and education levels obtained by their parents.
Students were also asked about their self-reported academic averages since grade 9, as
well as whether the majority of their classes were in academic versus applied streams
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(In Ontario, streaming was introduced in 1999 with the intention of giving students choices
between applied or academic courses; applied being more hands-on and practical, while
academic consisting of more theoretical courses designed to prepare students for univer-
sity. The practice is slowly being phased out, as of July 2020). The modal grade averages
amongst the 30 students were 70 to 80 percent, while the majority of students also reported
taking academic and university stream classes.

Interviews lasted between 30 min and 60 min, averaging 35 min; students received
a $15 gift card for participating. All interviews were audio recorded; careful notes were
taken periodically throughout to complement transcription. All interviews were conducted
by the author, a male of West Asian heritage, whose personal attire resembled a middle
ground between teacher and student. The author was introduced as a former teacher who
had worked at Eastgate Secondary 5 years prior, as well as a graduate student.

Students were asked about their aspirations and plans for postsecondary, adults they
were close to or could turn to for advice, and what types of school resources they used
to help them make decisions and why. This line of questioning is very similar to recent
research that has sought to understand the role of social capital for low-income student
decision making (see Hardie 2015). Participants were asked to describe a range of their
adult ties outside of the school context, including potential ties to neighbors, community
members, family members and adults in other settings. Questions were asked about the
frequency of contact with each tie, how long they have known them, as well as their
educational background and current occupation. Participants were asked to recall the
nature of the conversations with their ties, specifically with respect to their upcoming
applications to college and university. Not surprisingly, most students did not report
having a lot of ties that could offer them advice. For the most part, the students talked
about good advice they had received, close relationships they had formed with a mentor,
which was usually a teacher, guidance counselor or other school personnel.

7. Analysis

Interviews were transcribed and imported into QSR NVivo. A two-phase coding
strategy was used. The initial coding was organized around the thematic categories of the
interview schedule (i.e., Aspirations, Social Capital and Decision-Making), and nodes that
fell within those categories were created. During this stage, rich descriptions surrounding
when and how students formed their postsecondary and career aspirations, and who was
involved in those decisions, were coded into more distinct nodes. The node “Aspirations”
for example, focused on questions relating to students’ future plans, their selection of PSE
choices, and parental influence in helping to shape them. Student responses to questions
pertaining to “Social Capital”, were coded according to answers pertaining to their ties
to adults. Ties with other students were gleaned through a separate question about what
students’ friends planned to do after postsecondary. When students mentioned their
parents, siblings, relatives and close friends as sources of advice about PSE, these responses
were coded as “Bonding” social capital. The other ties that students mentioned were
mainly teachers, guidance counselors, principals and other personnel located in the school,
or ties with adults in organizations that were established for them through participation
in school programming. These ties were coded as “bridging social capital” and ties with
school agents were also coded under the node “Institutional Agents”.

In the second phase of coding, initial codes were streamlined into theoretically in-
formed nodes, using an in-depth reading of the prevalent theories that inform student
decision-making and social capital. This captured the decision-making logics (how they
rationalize their actions) and the ways in which ties to different adults in their lives helped
shape student choices. It was also in this phase where certain disparate codes were aligned
with new thematical categories such as “Alignment” and “Fit”: two theoretical perspec-
tives that emerged after individual interviews were re-read to glean new insights and to
confirm and disconfirm initial coding choices. The process of using pre-established theories
or concepts and allowing open coding and the emergence of new nodes was part of a
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simultaneous (deductive) and (inductive) strategy. Several of the findings sections focus
on student accounts of their career aspirations and rationales for wanting to attend certain
institutions. The sections draw from data coded under the master node of “Alignment”, its
parent and grandchild nodes, to capture key aspects behind the role of social capital on
decision-making. Different ways in which students make “Certain” “Vague” “Aligned”
and “Misaligned” educational choices and their rationales behind decisions also became
visible (for an excellent overview of coding, see Saldaña 2015).

Finally, individual interviews were revisited to draw simple counts of the average
number of ties, the percentage with PSE and whether students knew someone in their
desired profession (see Appendix B). Counts were produced by transferring answers from
transcripts into an excel file which kept track of quantifiable data. Once the total number of
ties were counted, transcripts were examined for qualitative features of ties with adults, like
how well they knew individuals and why they felt comfortable relying on them. Responses
and the counts allowed me to consider how the amount, quality and nature of ties with
adults helped shape student perceptions about their enrollment process and impending
decisions.

8. Findings

Interviews with students revealed patterns of alignment and misalignment in decision-
making, and were connected with the types of ties (bonding or bridging) they reported
relying on for advice. Overall, students at Eastgate reported very few ties on average
(3.85), with some reporting as few as a single individual that they could rely on for
advice (one student, Karl, reported not consulting with anyone about his post-secondary
choices). Students who reported half or more of their ties as comprising bonding social
capital, such as close relatives, friends or parents, tended to exhibit misalignment in their
decision-making logics. Students who reported more than half of their ties as comprising
bridging social capital, with institutional agents either in their school or in other contexts,
overwhelmingly exhibited alignment in decision-making. Alignment was assessed by
asking students what they wanted to study in post-secondary, as well as what career they
hoped to attain. If the amount of education required by the occupation exceeded the
expected level of education reported, then the student was coded as “undereducation”
(or misaligned). However, the in-depth interviews revealed inconsistencies in student
responses. While having ties with bridging social capital influenced alignment between
educational and occupational aspirations, students also made comments which suggested
their choices may not be a good “fit” with their academic performance and stated interests.
For example, Nassar’s university program choice (criminology) aligned well with his career
aspiration of police officer; he also reported relying exclusively on bridging ties for advice
(school librarian and guidance counselor). However, despite alignment with his stated
intention, Nassar aspired to a competitive program with below average grades. In fact, he
mentioned being in a credit-recovery program, which suggests he had academic struggles,
and being interested in other careers like the military or “business”. This inconsistency,
or uncertainty, suggests that simply having alignment with stated preferences may not
be conducive to future success. Low-income students may require help from institutional
agents, but this research shows that the quality of those relationships requires further
investigation.

In subsequent sections, examples are provided about of how bonding and bridging
social capital tended to produce different decision-making logics. Parents and close rela-
tives offered advice without providing details about how a specific school and program
would “fit” with a student’s goals and personality. Rather, the advice seemed superficial,
lacking any criteria that could match student grades and interests with specific programs
and/or institutions. In contrast, the advice from institutional agents helped students
choose programs based on this type of information; when students relied more on these
ties, they usually ended up with alignment. For example, crosstabulations examining the
relationship between reported ties and misalignment reveal these overall patterns. Table 1
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shows that 87.5% of students who indicated having a higher proportion of bridging social
capital demonstrated decision-making alignment in their decision-making. However, even
when students reported having bridging ties, they did not consult them frequently and
this led to uncertainty and inconsistencies in decision-making logics.

Table 1. Type of social capital and decision-making alignment—crosstabulation.

Alignment Misalignment Total

Bonding 2 5 7
28.6% 71.4% 100%

Bonding/Bridging 2 4 6
33.3% 66.6% 100%

Bridging 14 2 16
87.5% 12.5% 100%

None 1 1
100% 100%

Column Total 18 12 30
60% 40% 100%

Bonding = students with more than 1
2 reported ties bonding. Bonding/Bridging = students with 1

2 reported ties
bridging and 1

2 bonding. Bridging = students with more than 1
2 reported ties bridging. A single student reported

no ties.

8.1. Bonding Social Capital

Students at Eastgate that relied more on bonding social capital for advice about
post-secondary, generally had more misaligned decision-making. Of the 13 students that
reported ties with bonding social capital (see Table 1), 9/13 (69%) of them demonstrated
misaligned decision-making rationales. While the students at Eastgate had very close ties
with their friends, both in the school, and former students who had gone on to postsec-
ondary, these interactions did not yield useful information about prospective institutions
and programs. The advice they received was normally encouragement, but lacked in-
formed details that could help students both align their decisions with career aspirations,
and choose a program and institution that fit with their academic ability, personality and
social goals.

Bonding social capital amongst students at Eastgate was represented by friends or
family who were new post-secondary students, or adult family ties (usually parents)
without any postsecondary experience. Along with lacking PSE experience, only 10/30
(33.3%) of the ties reported by students were with adults who were employed in the
occupation that they aspired towards (see Appendix B). Interviews revealed that bonding
social capital did not yield any novel information about the post-secondary system. Rather,
the advice students received, particularly from their parents, was more aspirational in
nature. Their parents wanted them to attend institutions with high prestige, even if their
aspirations were divorced from knowledge about the best fit for their child. For example,
Robert who was applying for competitive engineering programs talked about the type of
advice he received from his parents:

I guess it’s completely my choice, but the actual university, they do like kind of
based on reputation, right? So no matter what I say, they always tell me that
if I get accepted to City University, I should go there because it has the best
reputation, right?

This type of generic advice, that was based on perceptions, but lacking in specific in-
sider information about specific programs and institutional features was common amongst
the advice students received from family members. Students like Kendra, for example,
would share that they heard about a community college from cousins, and that it was “a
good college with lots of people there inspired to become a better person”. However, when
they were probed to share specific details about the strength of a program and its fit with
their education and career goals, their answers lacked these details. For some students, the
language barrier and cultural divide between their parents’ country of origin and Canada
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posed barriers to advice giving. As Farzeen, a first-generation student from Afghanistan,
shared: “They told me go for whatever you would like to do, we support you no matter
what. If there is any kind of help I would need from my parents, although they’re not really
good with English.”

While bonding social capital from parents and close friends did not provide students
with insider information about the system, it did serve useful purposes for some students,
particularly those with siblings in PSE. Students like Robert, for example, had siblings
that acted as examples of what they could aspire towards. Robert’s brother was a third-
year engineering student at a prestigious university in the province. When asked about
who he could turn to for advice he had this to say: “Probably the biggest one, my older
brother... He’s currently a computer engineering student himself. And that’s probably the
one I talk to the most in terms of my decision, and I guess advice in general, just because
he’s older than me.” Not coincidentally, Robert had his brother’s university as one of his
top four choices. This is another example of the positive influence that bonding social
capital can play in raising the aspirations of low-income students. Close bonds allowed
for students to receive advice about postsecondary, but that advice sometimes came from
parents, relatives and friends without PSE (38%) (see Appendix B). This type of generic
advice, or moral support, to pursue their goals, while also lacking in specific details, could
nevertheless serve to motivate these students to apply. Recent research in the U.S. suggests
that this type of moral encouragement can lift the post-secondary aspirations of low-income
students (Roksa et al. 2020). However, with regards to aiding students to gain information
about their programs and institutions that move beyond status perceptions, and popular
sentiments, advice from bonding social capital did not achieve this for students at Eastgate.

8.2. Bonding Social Capital: Aligned but Uncertain

Not all students who reported bonding social capital demonstrated misalignment in
their decision-making, yet they were still vulnerable to uncertainty or a lack of “fit” in
postsecondary choices. Table 2 shows that a high percentage (72.3%) of students that satis-
fied the definitional requirements of decision-making alignment also exhibited uncertainty
when their decision-making was considered as a whole. Uncertainty, or “lack of fit”, was
represented by explicit statements of being “unsure” about a potential pathway, or when
students demonstrated inconsistencies in decision-making logics. For example, Amina was
a student who aspired towards a career as an editor, which was perfectly aligned with her
educational expectations of a BA in English; two of her three reported advice ties were
with family members. She reported relying on family and friends more than her guidance
counselor to make a program choice that aligned with her career aspirations. However,
her interview revealed information that suggested that a BA in English may not have been
the best fit with her interests. Amina shared that English was mainly chosen, because she
received high grades:

Uh, what inspired me was like, I like English and I always like kind of excelled
well in it since like, I would say Grade 10. And um, I just assumed that was the
way to go. But then I wondered, like would I want to be writing my own stuff or
should I be editing other people’s because I’m not very good at writing myself,
to be honest.

Amina’s choice was aligned with her career aspirations, yet she was still “not sure”,
and felt that “it seemed” like a good choice because she got a good mark in English that
year. It appears inconsistent for a student who claims that writing is not a strength to
be pursuing a career in that area. Amina aspired to attend one of the most prestigious
universities in the country, as well as pursuing a major that depends on superior writing
skills for success. Had she began thinking about this earlier, and had more consistent
advice from institutional agents, it is interesting to think about how her choices might have
been influenced.
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Table 2. Decision-making alignment and uncertainty—crosstabulation.

Uncertainty

No Yes Total
Alignment 5 13 18

27.8% 72.3% 100%
Misalignment 3 9 12

27.3% 81.8% 100%
Column Total 8 22 30

26.7% 73.3% 100%

Sandra was one of two students who reported an equal amount of bonding and
bridging ties, while demonstrating alignment and lack of fit. She wanted to be a doctor,
and was planning to apply for general science programs, a common path towards medical
school. She also added that she had chosen a potential career in medicine because “she
had always wanted to help people.” She went on to describe how in eighth grade she had
thought about being a teacher but changed her mind “because I want to finish school and
then go into a job where I know there’s jobs.” Interestingly enough, Sandra never indicated
a genuine love for medicine as a reason for wanting to pursue the profession. At the time
of the interview, Sandra had indicated receiving grades that ranged from the 60s all the
way to the 80s.

In Canada, acceptance into a Science undergrad program is extremely competitive,
with an overall average of 80 (A minus) generally being the bare minimum requirement,
although there are some programs that accept students with a minimum of 70 (B minus).
Sandra’s borderline grades and her goal of medicine suggest that she was never “cooled
off” by any institutional gatekeepers (see Clark 1960). Although she cited her guidance
counselor as a tie, her interactions were reported as being infrequent. She reported only
having a single appointment since school had begun, with applications due two months
from when the interview took place: “I’m gonna try and book another appointment so I
can talk to her and say, “Okay, am I at a point where I should take an emergency backup
and go to college or should I continue?” Sandra was aware that her grades were not good
enough for a career in medicine and she was already looking to “hedge” (see Gabay-Egozi
et al. 2010), by sharing her openness to the possibility of attending community college. It
seems that the teaching pathway fit more with Sandra’s comments about wanting to help
people, along with her overall academic preparation.

Choosing a postsecondary pathway is not an easy task, and as Taifa, a female student
of Somali heritage explained, sometimes you go through “1000 careers” before deciding on
which one to pursue: “I’m not joking. I thought of a speech pathologist, a pediatrician, a
professor. I thought of 1000 different careers.” Interestingly enough, Taifa, like many other
students at Eastgate, seemed very confused about what path to pursue. She expressed
an interest in both a nursing career and one as a writer. Her justification for wanting to
be a nurse was that she was “very interested in helping people and just having a career
that’s assisting people who are in need, who are sick, something like that.” But in the same
moment, she expressed an interest in “writing books” because she would not have to work
as a “Doctor in an office all day . . . you’re not on your feet, you’re just in a small space.”
Taifa also mentioned not having met with her guidance counselor: “She’s kind of busy
right now. She’s very busy. She’s going on different college fairs, university fairs. All of
this. I’m gonna eventually meet with her sometimes, but I’m not too sure when.” It seems
clear that had many of these students met more frequently with their school guidance
counselor, a key institutional agent in their lives, they would have more access to accurate
information that would prevent them from misaligned and uncertain decision-making.

8.3. Closer Bridging Ties: Students with Alignment and Fit

Access to ties that could provide accurate and reliable information about postsec-
ondary choices was important to students who exhibited more aligned decision-making
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logics. The networks of students at Eastgate were, on average, few in number and bridging
ties normally constituted teachers and guidance counselors in the school. Unlike the stu-
dents who reported infrequent contact with institutional agents, students with both aligned
decision-making and fit were characterized by closer and more frequent contact. However,
there were only a handful of these students (5) that were interviewed (see Table 2), and
three of them are featured in this section.

In contrast to the aforementioned Sandra, whose ambition for medical school was
unrealistic, Cynthia, a recent immigrant from Jamaica, seemed more aware of her current
academic abilities and set her sights on a more achievable goal. Cynthia planned to apply
to a concurrent education program at a university that offered a dual degree in education,
along with a certificate in early childhood education (Concurrent education programs
allow students to simultaneously get their degree and teacher certification within the
same credential, without having to pursue an extra post-graduate degree in education).
Cynthia described only needing “an average of like 70–75%” which was consistent with
her current academic performance. She stated not being “good” at the sciences, and felt
more comfortable taking liberal arts classes and pursuing a career as a teacher. Cynthia
was one of four students in my sample who belonged to an after-school program that
was sponsored by a local not-for-profit, that aimed to help students from this community
get private tutoring as well as one-on-one postsecondary counseling. Students in this
program would regularly meet with a program counselor to discuss their postsecondary
aspirations and plans. Cynthia discussed meeting regularly with the organizer of this
program: “Yesterday, we were speaking to him about universities and colleges. There’s
this group in the school called Student Achievement, and he’s the founder of it. I went to
him for advice.”

Unlike other students who were unclear about what programs and schools they would
apply to, Cynthia seemed to have more clarity, as well as specific information about the
programs that interested her. Cynthia attended a local university fair and acquired specific
information from the recruiters about her program:

There were people specialized in these booths, who were telling us, giving us
more information about programs. It’s like only five years I have to study, and I
get a degree and teaching certificate. I wouldn’t have to go to teacher’s college.

Most students in this study did not possess specialized information about programs
and which schools in the province offered various options. Cynthia’s access to bridging
social capital in the form of this program coordinator linked her to private college counsel-
ing that she would otherwise have not received from her family and friends, even though
her original aspiration was motivated by the example of her stepmother: “Because my
step mom ... She does this ECE (Early Childhood Education) program at Forest College
(Pseudonym).” However, when asked about how involved her parents were in her educa-
tional decision-making, Cynthia shared that they were “laid back”, “hands-off,” and when
it came to sit “down to view the different universities and see their programs and stuff like
that, it’s just me doing all the research.”

Farzeen, mentioned earlier, knew that relying on her parents could not get her the
specialized information she needed. Her parents struggled with the English language and
had received limited education from their birth country. For her parents to even become
aware of what Farzeen had planned, she would have to go in depth and give a lot of
background information: “I would have to explain the background, before I even explain
what it is.” Farzeen had a keen sense that in order for her to learn more about her future
possibilities, she would have to reach out to an extended network:

As I have left a lot of things behind, and what I’ve learned from my parents
is that connection plays a big role in life, and learning from others, it’s a really
good thing, it’s not a bad thing. There may be different aspects of it, different
perspectives, different opinions, but you gain something from each experience.
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Farzeen was one of a handful of students interviewed that relied exclusively on
institutional agents for key advice about postsecondary decision-making. She had a total of
10 adults from whom she received advice, well above the reported average of 3.85, and had
indicated receiving very close mentorship from several of them. The students, like Farzeen,
who reported relying exclusively on institutional agents for advice, seemed to have a more
unique pathway ahead of them. Farzeen was also the only student who planned to take a
year off, and seemed acutely aware of what she was, and was not capable of academically:

I know a lot of people are like, “You don’t have to be sure and you change
different paths,” but for me, I haven’t found something particular that I actually
wanna say I’m interested in. Laws is just one of the options that I was provided
with in high school. First, I was looking to do medical field, but then I recognized
that I’m really bad with sciences . . . so I dropped the medical field and I pursued
laws. So far, law is going well, I don’t have any complaints but it’s not something
that I’m like, “Okay, I love this. I wanna do this for the future.”

Farzeen’s level of self-awareness was rare amongst the students in this sample. Un-
derstanding her limitations, changing trajectories, and then having the courage to take a
year off to volunteer and solidify her choices are things that can be attributed to her close
and consistent ties with a range of institutional agents.

Diana was another first-generation immigrant student in this cohort, who like Farzeen,
reported relying on absolutely no family or friends as a source of advice about post-
secondary planning. All of the contacts that she mentioned as sources of advice were
comprised of institutional agents in the school: teachers, guidance counselors and the prin-
cipal, along with other personnel outside the school who ran affiliated programs. Diana’s
prospective choice of universities was completely unique to those of other students at
Eastgate. While most students chose local universities, Diana was one of five students who
planned to apply to schools more than 2 h driving distance away from her neighbourhood.
Her top two school choices were smaller, less prestigious universities according to national
rankings, but extremely highly rated for their undergraduate programs, and specifically
their ‘forensic psychology’ programs which are unique amongst Canadian higher educa-
tion institutions. Diana’s choices were ‘niche’ when compared to the rest of her cohort,
and it appears that her choices were informed by more research, personal exploration
and guidance from institutional agents. Diana was enrolled in several school sponsored
academic programs, notably, a dual-credit program with a local university. Diana describes
a conversation with her guidance counselor who directed her to the dual credit program:

When I wasn’t sure about what exactly I wanted to take in terms of program, I
just knew my interests, so he just said, “There’s a program that gets you into a
university course, it builds your knowledge and your skills, and you also get to
choose a course that is in your interests, to actually see if you’re interested in it
. . . ”

Diana had consistent visits with her guidance counselor and claims to have “known
his schedule” which allowed her to have “more time to talk to him.” Diana, unlike many
of the other students, seemed to have nuanced information about both her program of
choice as well as other finer details about program offerings. During her interview, she was
probed by the author to see if she understood the difference between forensic psychology
and criminology to which she replied: “It’s more science than social science but it has the
psychology, as well. So, it’s like both science and social science.” When asked about how
her particular program will help her achieve her career ambitions, she exhibited knowledge
about specific features of the program:

Well, the specific schools that I’m going to apply to, if I get into it, they each have
co-op placement and ... What’s the other word? Internships. So, that will allow
me to actually be on the job and get the on the job feel and see.

These examples are illustrative of both decision-making alignment, but also institu-
tional fit; students who formed closer ties with institutional agents were better able to
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understand their prospective programs, and pair this information with self-knowledge
about their interests, goals and academic preparation.

9. Discussion

While we know that students from low-income backgrounds often lack high-status
ties to adults that can help them navigate the postsecondary enrollment process (Stanton-
Salazar and Dornbusch 1995), existing research says little about how non-parental ties
influence the choice process at pivotal time points. Instead, research has tended to focus
on quantitative data looking at individual level alignment (Morgan et al. 2013; Sabates
et al. 2011), or the influence of parent-child ties on decision-making (Cheng and Starks
2002; Kim and Schneider 2005). There is still a dearth of qualitative research that looks at
decision-making and social capital ties for low-income students, at the critical juncture
prior to application deadlines. Existing qualitative work looks at the types of relational ties
that working-class students (see Hardie 2015) and specific ethnic subgroups in the U.S. like
Latina/o (see Perez and McDonough 2008) and African Americans (see Farmer-Hinton and
Adams 2006) depend on when making educational plans. However, most of the current
literature on social capital and educational decision making lacks a concerted focus on the
poorest neighbourhoods, instead focusing on middle- and working-class neighbourhoods
(see Hardie 2015; Lareau 2011).

This article focused on the types of social ties low-income students reported relying
on for decision-making advice, in one of the poorest neighbourhoods in Ontario. Results
showed that students, on average, possessed few ties, and these consisted of a mix between
bonding and bridging social capital. Social capital had different influences on decision-
making alignment, with the frequency and intensity of visits with an institutional agent
being related to possessing both alignment and institutional fit. Of the 18/30 students
interviewed who demonstrated alignment, through both bonding and bridging social
capital ties, only five of those moved beyond surface level alignment. These students, while
also meeting the definitional requirements of alignment, exhibited a deeper and informed
knowledge of the post-secondary system, and had realistic aspirations that matched their
educational achievement. They also reported frequent visits with various school personnel,
and felt comfortable asking them for advice. It seemed that their relationships were
with teachers and guidance counselors who acted as mentors, as opposed to single serve
advisors.

These findings have important consequences for the way low-income students form
ties with institutional agents. While many cited an institutional agent as one of the ties
they could rely on for advice, their interviews suggested infrequent interaction. Scholars
looking at the cultural transmission of school-appropriate behaviours and interactions
with teachers suggest that low-income students have difficulty approaching teachers and
making meaningful connections with them (Calarco 2014; Jack 2016; Yee 2016). While this
was not the focus of this study, my interviews with students at Eastgate demonstrated
that the quality of their relationships with institutional agents was reflective of their own
knowledge about the PSE system in Ontario. Those few students that demonstrated both
alignment and fit were students that possessed multiple and close ties with institutional
agents they reported seeing on a regular basis. Some students belonged to after-school
programs where they received targeted help, and this helped them choose programs
and institutions that were realistic with their academic performance and overall career
goals. These findings highlight the complexity of bonding and bridging social capital, as
interaction between ties often happens on a continuum. They also highlight the enormous
responsibility of institutional agents in low-income neighbourhoods to transmit timely and
accurate information.

Why were certain students able to develop contacts with institutional agents in their
school? Did they possess certain help-seeking capacities? Future research could perform
longitudinal ethnographic research to learn more about how students interact with institu-
tional agents at schools like Eastgate. In the absence of observations and interviews with
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the ties students reported, we can only speculate on what those capacities are. While the
single school used to sample students for interviews represents the most extreme case
of a low-income school in this particular urban Canadian environment, it might not be
representative of the city as a whole. In addition, qualitative research with smaller, non-
random samples is not generalizable. This study was limited to low-income first-generation
post-secondary students, and did not include those from middle-class backgrounds whose
parents attended post-secondary. Future research might want to consider sampling from
multiple schools, with varying degrees of student achievement and families from different
socio-economic backgrounds.

10. Conclusions

By examining the decision-making process during the critical months before post-
secondary applications are due, we were able to understand how various ties, particularly
those with institutional agents, inform decision-making alignment. Several researchers
have similarly focused on the importance of institutional agents in shaping the educational
outcomes of students from low-income communities. Stephan (2013) evaluates a college
coaching program, with targeted counseling for low-income students, and argues these
interventions can positively influence enrolment outcomes; however, the focus here, as
with other similar research is on various transition and completion metrics (see Cates and
Schaefle 2011; Holland 2010), not on evaluating the types of decisions that are made.
Ferguson’s (2018) research fills an important gap in the present study, by interviewing
teachers in low-income neighbourhoods about their experiences interacting with students.
That research identified reciprocal relationships as being fundamental to forming closer
mentorship ties between students and teachers. While this research established the impor-
tance of mentorship ties with institutional agents as critical to developing alignment and
fit in decision-making, we learned little about how those relationships were formed. A
missing piece in this research is the perspectives of the teachers and guidance counselors
that students cited as ties.

Many students cited either their mother, father or both parents, as sources of advice
for post-secondary decision-making. However, the advice they reported receiving served
a different, yet still valuable purpose; it mainly consisted of moral encouragement and
emotional support. Recent research has shown that this type of support can positively
serve the aspirations of low-income college students and increase their sense of belonging
(Roksa et al. 2020). However, this does not necessarily solve the issue of lower rates of PSE
completion for low-income students, both in the U.S. (Bowen et al. 2009), and in Canada
(Childs et al. 2017). Recent research has suggested that aligned ambition in high school
increases educational attainment in post-secondary (Schmitt-Wilson and Faas 2016). While
this research only focuses on a single moment in time, it helps expand on quantitative
studies looking at the association between aligned ambition and outcomes. It does so by
showing that alignment can often be superficial if not paired with institutional fit, which is
something that involves more long-term reflection on future goals, which students from
low-income background traditionally do not engage with (Lareau 2000; Armstrong and
Hamilton 2013; Hamilton et al. 2018).

Relationships to weak ties have been argued to be a key factor in adults being able to
access novel information about labor market opportunities (Granovetter 1995). In this study,
weak ties, which mainly consisted of relationships with school personnel (institutional
agents) play a similar role as weak ties in adult job networks, providing students with
information that their own networks cannot. However, unsurprisingly, these ties with
school personnel did not always lead to alignment and decision-making certainty. Social
capital theorists have been critical of the traditions lack of focus on the socio-structural
limitations that can lead to restricted personal networks for underrepresented students
(Portes 1998; Stanton-Salazar 2010). This research study points to Stanton-Salazar’s (1997,
2010) work on low-income and minority youth social capital, and recommends that more
work needs to be done to understand how “pivotal moments” (see Espinoza 2011, p. 2)
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can create enduring bonds between low-income students and caring institutional agents.
How initial ties with institutional agents are formed needs to be explored, but also tracked
over time to understand their lasting effects. Thus, when low-income students are able
to identify and capitalize on opportunities with institutional agents they can “overcome
the odds” (Stanton-Salazar 2010, p. 40), by tapping into an important resource, helping
them align decision-making and choose programs that best fit their overall needs. This
can have significant policy implications for how schools approach developing mentorship
opportunities for students in Ontario. Policy makers can invest in better understanding
how to develop school sponsored activities and programs that pair students with staff and
other leaders in the community. Some of the students interviewed discussed belonging to
“Specialist High Skills Majors”. This is an Ontario Ministry of Education funded program
to help students work with school staff on creating a plan that can help them transition
to college, university and other post-secondary options. Programs like these, as well as
after-school programs run by charitable and not-for-profit organizations, which several
students in this study participated in, should be further studied to see how students interact
with adults in these contexts.
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Appendix A. Parental Education and Occupation

Student
Name

Father’s
Education

Mother’s
Education

Father’s
Occupation Mother’s Occupation

Farzeen Other High School Shipping Stay At Home
Amina High School High School Taxi Driver Stay At Home

Maryam Bachelors High School Truck Manager Bus Driver
Hani Vocational High School Truck Driver Stay At Home
Mike College Don’t Know Cannot Work Factory Worker

Nassar Don’t Know Don’t Know N/A N/A
Diana Don’t Know Don’t Know Labourer Small Business

Cynthia Vocational Vocational Carpenter N/A
Hallima Don’t Know Don’t know Labourer Food Service
Sharon High School High School Unemployed Factory Worker
Rose Don’t Know High School N/A Waitress
Karl N/A High School N/A N/A

Adaeze Don’t Know Masters Technician Elementary Teacher
Ivey No Contact Don’t Know Estranged Unemployed

Kendra Don’t Know College Farmer Packaging
Sandra Don’t Know Don’t Know Factory Worker Stay At Home
Taifa High School Don’t Know Packaging Stay At Home

Christine Don’t know High School Truck Driver Stay At Home
Samantha High School Don’t Know Don’t Know Unemployed

Ron High School High School Mechanic Unemployed
Steven Deceased High School Deceased Security Guard
Fatima High School High School Truck Driver Food Service

Martyna Don’t Know Other Unemployed Factory Worker
DeMarcus Don’t Know College Small Business Cashier

Kyle Don’t Know High School Security Guard Airport Security
Saadi Masters Bachelors Navy Factory Worker
Soheil Don’t Know Don’t Know Car Sales Sales
Gupal Deceased Bachelors N/A Nurse
Robert Other Other Driving Instructor Factory Worker
Steven College College Childcare Small Business

N/A responses for parental occupation were later probed and a majority of them represented a parent/s that
were on social assistance.
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Appendix B. Descriptive Statistics

Family Structure

Living With Parent (s)
Yes 16
No 14

Student Born in Canada
Yes 21
No 9

Ethnic and Racial Background
Black (Caribbean) 10
Black (Africa) 10
South Asian 5
Southeast Asian 4
Central Asian 1
First-Generation Postsecondary

Yes 26
No 4

Parents Born in Canada
Neither 30
Educational Aspiration

Graduate/Professional School 6
Four Year University 15
Two-Three-year college 8
Other 1

Occupational Aspiration
High Professional 11
Low Professional 13
Non-professional 1
Mixed/Unsure 5

Mean number of ties 3.85
% of ties with some PSE 62
Know someone in desired job % 33
Uncertain about PSE choice % 73
Chose local college or university % 80

N 30

High professional = Doctor, Engineer
Low professional = Nurse, Police Officer
Mixed = Entrepreneur, IT

Black (Caribbean)-Jamaica, Grenada
Black (Africa)-Somalia, Nigeria, Gambia
South Asian (i.e., Afghanistan, India, Pakistan)
Southeast Asian (i.e., Cambodia, Vietnam)
Central/West Asian-Tajikistan
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