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Abstract: U.S. Hispanics are the fastest growing minority population pursuing post-secondary
education, yet their bachelor degree attainment lags behind other ethnic–racial groups. Previous
work supports the theory that having a high locus of control (LOC) can enable persistence in
challenging post-secondary settings. We examine LOC as a potential mitigate against low college
enrollment, and hypothesize that Hispanic students’ capability to enroll in post-secondary institutions
(e.g., community college, 4-year colleges), in the face of personal, academic, and financial challenges,
is likely predicated on their belief that they control their academic futures. We modelled college
enrollment using a path-model using a generalized structural equation modeling (GSEM) approach.
Our findings indicate that LOC decreases the likelihood of Hispanic students’ post-secondary
enrollment. This work advances the current state of knowledge on how we understand Hispanic
students’ transition to college, and informs the development of potential interventions supporting
the academic success of this growing and significant community.

Keywords: locus of control; self-efficacy; Hispanic students; post-secondary outcomes; higher
education

1. Introduction

In the United States, Hispanic students are the largest and fastest growing minority population
attending colleges and universities. The numbers have increased from 728,000 students in 1993,
to 2.2 million students in 2013, which is a 201% increase over 20 years (Krogstad 2015). This increase
in Hispanic students is mirrored in K-12 education (Chapa and De La Rosa 2006). Despite this
increase, Hispanic students are still under-represented in post-secondary education institutions when
compared to other ethnic–racial groups in the population (Becerra 2010). One way to begin addressing
the differences in post-secondary degree attainment is by understanding Hispanic student college
enrollment (Ryan and Ream 2013), and focusing on the factors that contribute to the disproportionately
low number of Hispanic students who enroll in college (Becerra 2010).

Research on Hispanic student college enrollment largely focuses on the logistical or environmental
barriers to college enrollment, such as Hispanic students’ lack knowledge of admissions practices,
the associated challenges posed by the college application process (e.g., Klasik 2012), and the
high school’s college-going culture (e.g., Martinez and Deil-Amen 2015; McKillip et al. 2012).
Other research has focused on factors associated with Hispanic students’ background characteristics
such as familism (e.g., Ovink and Kalogrides 2015), family income, and parent education levels
(e.g., Kim and Nuñez 2013; Nuñez and Kim 2012) to explain the lower rates of college enrollment. In a
recent study, Ryan and Ream (2016) focused on differences in how parent social capital is leveraged
across first-generation, second-generation, and third- and beyond-generation immigrant Hispanic
students, using nationally representative, National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS) 2002 data.
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Such explanations are limited in that they do not take into consideration the agency Hispanic
students have in determining their own future, i.e., their self-efficacy, and locus of control. While there
are studies investigating students’ internal processes, such as resilience (Turcios-Cotto and Milan 2012),
and aspirations (Ryan 2015), the literature examining how Hispanic students’ beliefs about the
self are related to later post-secondary enrollment is limited. We address this gap by examining
Hispanic students’ beliefs about the self, specifically locus of control, perseverance, self-efficacy,
and their relationship to enrollment in college, using a generalized structural equation modeling
(GSEM) approach.

2. Literature Review

Our investigation of Hispanic students’ college enrollment is grounded in social cognitive theory
(SCT) of self-regulation (Bandura 1991). According to SCT, “People form beliefs about what they can
do, they anticipate likely consequences of prospective actions, they set goals for themselves, and they
otherwise plan courses of action that are likely to produce desired outcomes” (Bandura 1991, p. 248).
In other words, to be able to enroll in college, students must set the goal of going to college and put in
the effort that it requires. The goal-pursing efforts we focus on are psychological: self-efficacy, locus of
control, and perseverance.

2.1. Self-Efficacy

A major mechanism in the college enrollment process is students’ self-efficacy—their beliefs
about “their capabilities to exercise control over their own level of functioning and over events that
affect their lives” (Bandura 1991, p. 275). An individual’s success in accomplishing a difficult task is
predicated on their self-efficacy, since without the belief that success is within reach, it is difficult to
overcome any inertia associated with starting the tasks associated with success. Thus, without high
self-efficacy, it seems unlikely that Hispanic students would work to overcome the barriers associated
with applying to and enrolling in college.

High self-efficacy in students has been linked to cognitive engagement and performance
(Pintrich and De Groot 1990). Among Black and Latina/o students, self-efficacy plays a large role
in their academic motivation (Reynolds et al. 2010). An individual’s ability to perform in academic
settings informs the individual’s academic self-efficacy, and it plays a role in the individual’s
goal-setting behaviors and academic outcomes (Zimmerman et al. 1992). Academic self-efficacy has
been shown to have direct and positive relationships with students’ motivation (Khezri azar et al. 2010),
and is positively associated with course grades (Bong 2001). In a study examining self-efficacy
among nontraditional, immigrant, first-year college students, with the largest ethnic–racial group
being of Hispanic descent, self-efficacy was the strongest predictor of students’ academic outcomes
(Zajacova et al. 2005). This finding highlights the value of academic self-efficacy as it relates to Hispanic
students’ academic achievement in post-secondary settings. Absent from the literature, however,
is work that addresses how self-efficacy in high school predicts college enrollment among Hispanic
students in general, and specifically when locus of control measures are also present.

2.2. Locus of Control

In addition to self-efficacy, we also investigate the role that locus of control plays in Hispanic
students’ college enrollment. Locus of control is defined by attributing a consequence to one or more
antecedents. Enrolling in college, for example, can be attributed to either internal causes (e.g., “I chose
to go to college, thus I am responsible for attending”), or external causes (e.g., “My parents are forcing
me to go to college; I had no choice in the matter”) (Weiner 1979). When it comes to their academic
successes and failures, students believe there are internal and/or external reasons (Graham 1997).
Holding beliefs that academic success is within one’s control, that is, possessing high internal locus
of control beliefs, has been associated with positive academic outcomes. This includes exerting more
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effort in challenging academic settings (Perry et al. 2001), and enabling persistence in challenging
post-secondary settings (Haynes et al. 2009).

Although locus of control is closely related to self-efficacy, research has shown the two to
be distinct psychological constructs. Self-efficacy is closely related to students’ beliefs about their
capabilities to succeed academically (Bandura 1977, 1997; Schunk 1991). Thus, self-efficacy focuses
on one’s perceptions of one’s abilities to pursue an action to achieve a goal. One might, for example,
feel efficacious during the college application process. Locus of control, however, focuses on an
individual’s belief regarding how much their behaviors influence outcomes. In the above example,
one might feel efficacious, but still consider enrolling in college outside of one’s control because it
relies on factors that may be perceived as external, and largely uncontrollable—such as letters of
recommendation and waiting on a university to make the ultimate acceptance decision.

While there have been calls to expand the use of locus of control in mentoring, advising,
and college students’ character development (Kirkpatrick et al. 2008), we still lack empirical
evidence regarding how locus of control and self-efficacy impact college enrollment both together
and separately for Hispanic students. The limited research focused on Hispanic students’
locus of control beliefs examined its relationship to instructional settings, the relationship
between internal/external locus of control, and success using computer-assisted instruction
(López and Harper 1989). Previous research has also related high internal locus of control to
higher homework completion rates (Finn and Rock 1997). Nationally representative work includes
a study using NELS (1988–2000) data, where locus of control measured in high school was
shown to be a significant predictor of post-secondary academic achievement for Hispanic students
(Sciarra and Whitson 2007). To our knowledge, there has been no work exploring the relationship
between locus of control and college enrollment among Hispanic students.

2.3. Perseverance

Perseverance, or being persistent in spite of challenges, has become a popular construct over
the past ten years. It is more commonly investigated in combination with passion, and referred to as
grit (Duckworth et al. 2007). Regardless of the label scholars use to refer to this trait, Latino students
have been recognized as being resilient and persistent, even those who are at high academic risk.
For instance, Jimerson et al. (2016) investigated various individual, family, and school factors that were
expected to be associated with high school graduation and the pursuit of post-secondary education
among Latino students who were identified as English language learners and therefore at high
academic risk. Among parent expectations, parent–child communication, school connectedness,
involvement in extracurricular activities, and self-expectations, only self-expectations significantly
predicted post-secondary school attendance (Jimerson et al. 2016). This finding underscores
the importance of considering individual attitudes towards college pursuit when understanding
Latino students.

2.4. Research Questions and Hypothesis

While locus of control and self-efficacy have been examined separately, we note that our
study uniquely contributes to the understanding of Hispanic students’ post-secondary outcomes
by modeling the relationship self-efficacy and locus of control have on actual college-going outcomes.
As such, we pose two primary research questions: Does Hispanic students’ locus of control,
self-efficacy, and perseverance predict college enrollment, after controlling for their school’s support
for post-secondary life and academic engagement? (RQ1). What is the relationship between Hispanic
students’ locus of control—as mediated by their self-efficacy, perseverance, self-management practices
(e.g., time management in studying) and previous academic achievement—after controlling for their
school’s support for post-secondary life and academic engagement? (RQ2). We hypothesize that
having a high internal locus of control positively contributes to Hispanic students’ ultimate enrollment
in post-secondary institutions.
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3. Method

3.1. Sample

The data used for this analysis represents a subset of Hispanic high school students (N = 567;
50% female) from California who took part in a larger study focused on evaluating the impact of
deeper learning instruction in California and New York area schools from 2008 to 2012, and included
post-secondary enrollment (both 4-year and 2-year colleges and universities) data from the National
Student Clearinghouse. The relatively large sample of Hispanic students enabled the use of a
GSEM approach, even after accounting for sample attrition and student survey participation rates
(Rickles 2014).

3.2. Measures

Seven variables were used for the GSEM analysis, including measures of self-efficacy,
academic engagement, perseverance, locus of control, self-management, and support for college.
Five out of seven measures were on a four-point Likert scale anchored on the statement: “almost or
almost never true” and “always, or almost always true.” Academic engagement was on a four-point
Likert scale anchored on “strongly disagree” and “strongly agree,” and support for college was
measured on a one to four Likert scale with “not helpful” and “very helpful” as anchors (see Table 1
for correlations between measures).

Table 1. Correlations between measures.

Measures 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Academic achievement -
2. Academic engagement −0.10 *** -
3. Locus of control 0.11 *** 0.29 *** -
4. Self-management −0.03 0.31 *** 0.51 *** -
5. Perseverance 0.12 *** 0.26 *** 0.58 *** 0.68 *** -
6. Self-efficacy 0.21 *** 0.26 *** 0.78 *** 0.51 *** 0.63 *** -
7. Support for college −0.01 0.22 *** 0.36 *** 0.32 *** 0.29 *** 0.30 ***

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Self-efficacy. Seven general self-efficacy questions (Chen et al. 2001) included: “How true are
the following statements about you?” Example statements included: “I believe I will be able to
reach my goals” and “I know I can do many different things well” (M = 3.1, SD = 0.62, α = 0.91).
Anchors of “never or almost never true—always or almost always true” were used. We note that
these items are domain neutral, and thus do not necessarily apply to academic situations, and we also
note that there is research that finds that general self-efficacy is not predictive of college outcomes
(Ferrari and Parker 1992; Lindley and Borgen 2002).

Academic engagement. Students rated their agreement to ten statements in response to the following
instructions: “Regarding your academic classes (English, math, science, and social studies) this year,
to what extent do you agree with the following statements?” Sample statements included: “I cut class
when I’m bored” and “Sometimes I get so interested in my work I don’t want to stop”, with anchors of
“strongly disagree–strongly agree” (M = 2.7, SD = 0.28, α = 0.91); sample items were adapted from
Allensworth and Easton (2007).

Perseverance. Five items measuring perseverance (M = 3.1, SD = 0.64, α = 0.87) were taken from
Duckworth and Quinn’s (2009) Perseverance and Effort Scale, which prompted students to consider
how often statements were true about them. Sample items included statements focused on students’
general engagement in academic activities such as: “I overcome setbacks to achieve important goals”
and “I finish what I begin”. Anchors of “never or almost never true—always or almost always true”
were used (M = 3.1, SD = 0.65, α = 0.87).
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Locus of control. Five LOC items were drawn from Levenson’s Locus of Control Construct
(Levenson 1981), and prompted students to consider how often statements were true about them;
anchors were “never or almost never true—always or almost always true”. Sample statements included:
“I believe I can pretty much determine what will happen in my life” and “I believe that when I get
what I want, it’s usually because I worked hard for it” (M = 3.12, SD = 0.62, α = 0.84).

Self-management. Ten items measuring self-management (Xue and Sun 2011) focused on students’
academic organizational and self-regulation skills. Item anchors were “never or almost never
true—always or almost always true” and included: “I put off doing things that I don’t like to do”,
“I finish my tasks on time”, and “I make schedules to help myself finish tasks on time” (M = 2.70,
SD = 0.60, α = 0.78).

Support for College. Students were asked to rate how helpful their high school had been in various
areas associated with college enrollment (i.e., not helpful, somewhat helpful, helpful, very helpful)
(M = 2.90, SD = 0.74, α = 0.95). A total of ten items were used, and included: “Finding a way to pay
for college”, “Evaluating your readiness for college-level coursework”, and “Assessing your career
interest and abilities” (sample items were adapted from Allensworth and Easton (2007)).

Academic Achievement. Academic achievement was a composite measure consisting of
English/language arts and mathematics Rasch scaled standardized test scores (M = −0.81, SD = 1.3).

3.3. Theoretical Model and Analytic Strategy

It was posited that locus of control and self-efficacy would have a direct positive relationship with
post-secondary enrollment, i.e., the more self-efficacy, the greater likelihood of enrollment (See Figure 1
for the hypothesized model we tested). A GSEM with a dichotomous outcome variable (post-secondary
enrollment in 2- or 4-year colleges one year after high school) was specified. This enabled us to estimate
the relationship between our variables of interest on the actual college enrollment. The hypothesized
model (Figure 1) estimated 26 parameters implementing the maximum-likelihood (ml) method.
Utilizing Jackson’s (2003) N:q rule, which suggests that a ratio of 20 cases to every 1 parameter
estimated is ideal, a minimum of N = 520 was required to conduct the proposed analysis. Our final
sample of N = 567 Hispanic students indicates that there were sufficient cases to conduct the proposed
analysis. The hypothesized GSEM model, as seen in Figure 1, was run using Stata 14 using the
mean and variance adaptive Gauss–Hermite quadrature. Unfortunately, the nature of the larger
study’s sampling strategy meant that there were insufficient achievement and academic engagement
observations from Hispanic students—this loss of statistical power resulted in non-convergence of our
original model. We chose to modify our hypothesized model, and removed all academic achievement
items, since research has shown that Hispanic students’ academic achievement in high school does not
predict actual college enrollment (Zarate and Gallimore 2005). Thus, we dropped the achievement
variables from subsequent models. Figure 2 shows the final model with statistically significant paths
on an unstandardized scale. Odds ratios reported below were computed using Stata 14’s “estat eform”
function. We note a limitation in Stata 14 that precludes us from calculating general goodness of fit
indices for generalized SEM models.
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4. Results

4.1. Direct Predictors of Likelihood to Enroll in College

The GSEM analysis indicated that locus of control was associated with a significantly decreased
likelihood to enroll in college (OR = 0.89 (0.80, 0.99); p < 0.05), and general self-efficacy was significantly
predictive of an increased likelihood to enroll in college (OR = 1.13 (1.01, 1.26); p < 0.05). High school
support for post-secondary life, perseverance, and self-management did not directly predict college
enrollment at a significant level.
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4.2. Mediated Relationships to Likelihood to Enroll in College

Support for post-secondary life significantly mediated the relationship between self-efficacy
and college enrollment (OR = 1.08 (1.05, 1.11); p < 0.001); and between locus of control and college
enrollment (OR = 1.36 (1.31, 1.42); p < 0.001). Locus of control significantly mediated the relationship
between self-efficacy and college enrollment (OR = 2.11 (2.04, 2.17); p < 0.001).

4.3. Indirect Predictors of Likelihood to Enroll in College

There were several significant indirect predictors of college enrollment. Perseverance indirectly
predicted college enrollment through support for post-secondary life (OR = 1.04 (1.0, 1.1); p < 0.05).
Perseverance indirectly predicted college enrollment through locus of control (OR = 1.36 (1.15, 1.36);
p < 0.001), and perseverance indirectly predicted college enrollment through general self-efficacy
(OR = 1.60 (1.48, 1.72); p < 0.001). Self-management indirectly predicted college enrollment through
locus of control (OR = 1.33 (1.22, 1.44); p < 0.001); self-management indirectly predicted college
enrollment through general self-efficacy (OR = 1.34 (1.22, 1.3); p < 0.001).

5. Discussion

In this study, we investigated predicting the college enrollment of Hispanic students based on their
beliefs about the self. The analysis indicated that self-efficacy and LOC are at odds. Greater self-efficacy
predicted an increased likelihood (115%) to enroll in college, whereas greater LOC was associated with
a decreased likelihood (80%) to enroll in college. This potentially suggests overconfidence, as Hispanic
students who believe that they have more control over their post-secondary outcomes are less likely to
enroll in 2- or 4-year colleges. There are various reasons why this may be the case, which our data
cannot speak to. If we were to speculate, based on the theoretical nature of LOC vs. self-efficacy,
we might surmise that greater LOC prevents help-seeking strategies. For example, if I assume that I
have more control over my college ambitions than I actually do, then I may play down the impact of
external factors, such as letters of recommendation.

Turning to the literature, we also see that there are differences in perceptions, regarding what
it means to go to college among Hispanic students. Becerra (2010) explained that some Hispanic
students held the belief that one could be successful without college. Additionally, low income and
minority students who fear taking loans for college may underestimate the long-term benefits that
come with having a college degree (Burdman 2005). The existence of employment not predicated
on a college degree also plays a role. Hispanic students who see that there are occupations one can
hold without a college degree—and that they are comparable in pay to occupations that require
a college degree, such as construction versus social work—may choose those occupations instead
(Rodriguez et al. 2014).

Our analysis did not find direct associations between high school support for post-secondary
life and the likelihood of enrolling in college, yet high school support mediating the relationship
between self-efficacy and college enrollment aligns with findings from previous studies. For example,
research indicates that when comparing Latina students who were enrolled in college one year after
high school and those who were not, a greater proportion of the Latina students who were enrolled
in college had spoken to their college guidance counselors and reported feeling more comfortable
speaking with their counselors than their peers who had not enrolled (Zarate and Gallimore 2005).
However, there is also previous research that found that teacher and counselor contact had little
to do with a predisposition to attend college (Choy et al. 2000; Hossler et al. 1999), which may
explain the lack of a direct relationship between high school support and college enrollment in our
analysis. Several studies with Hispanic students found they rely on guidance from their parents
and other family members more when compared with the behavior of their other ethnic–racial peers
(Rincón and Muñoz 2015).
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In a literature review synthesizing various factors that contribute to the lack of college enrollment
among Latina/o students, Rodriguez et al. (2014) argued that Latina/o students have a strong
work ethic, but are misguided in their efforts, as it does not lead to attaining a bachelor degree.
We understand that the students in our sample may be reflecting this idea. Self-management and
perseverance, qualities that are connected to a strong work ethic, were only indirectly predictive of
college enrollment through self-esteem, locus of control, and support for post-secondary life—aspects
that are more closely related to attending college.

6. Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

Although we recognize the significant impact financial support has on decisions to enroll in college,
we were unable to incorporate student socioeconomic backgrounds in the analysis. Future research
would benefit from replicating and modifying the study with socio-economic controls. We also note
that, although we found evidence suggesting that a greater LOC negatively impacts college enrollment,
we are unable to account for why this is the case. Future research would benefit from qualitative
investigations into why students who report feeling more in control of their futures than their peers
are choosing not to enroll in college. Finally, the data represents one snapshot in time, and does not
capture students who took more than a few years post-high school to begin enrollment in college.
Longer, longitudinal investigations are needed to capture this potential population of students.

7. Conclusions

This study advances our knowledge of Hispanic students’ post-secondary trajectories. The large
Hispanic sample enabled us to model the relationship between self-efficacy and locus of control on
post-secondary outcomes, while accounting for other relevant measures. We note that while both
self-efficacy and LOC were related to college outcomes, greater LOC had a negative impact on ultimate
college enrollment. We encourage more research in this area to understand the mechanism LOC plays
in Hispanic students’ feelings and actions toward college.
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