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Socioeconomic Segregation, Campus Social Context,  
and Disparities in Bachelor’s Degree Attainment

Dafna Gelbgiser

ABSTRACT It is well established that stu dents from dif fer ent socio eco nomic back
grounds attend dif fer ent col le ges, net of their aca demic prep a ra tion. An unin tended 
con se quence of these disparities is that in the aggre gate, they enhance socio eco nomic 
seg re ga tion across insti tu tions of higher edu ca tion, cul ti vat ing sep a rate and dis tinct 
social envi ron ments that can influ ence stu dents’ out comes. Using infor ma tion on the 
aca demic careers of a nation ally rep re sen ta tive sam ple of U.S. high school stu dents 
who entered col lege in the mid2000s, matched with exter nal infor ma tion on the social 
con text of each col lege, this study eval u ates the extent of socio eco nomic seg re ga tion by 
social con text in higher edu ca tion and its impli ca tions for socio eco nomic inequal ity in 
bach e lor’s degree attain ment. Results con firm that social con text is highly con se quen
tial for inequal ity in stu dent out comes. First, disparities in social con text are exten sive, 
even after dif fer ences in demo graph ics, skills, atti tudes, and col lege char ac ter is tics 
are accounted for. Second, the social con text of cam pus, as shaped by seg re ga tion, is 
a robust pre dic tor of stu dents’ like li hood of obtaining a bach e lor’s degree. Finally, the 
degree attain ment rates of all  stu dents are pos i tively asso ci ated with higher con cen tra
tions of eco nomic advan tages on cam pus. Combined, these results imply that socio
eco nomic seg re ga tion across col le ges exac er bates disparities in degree attain ment by 
plac ing dis ad van taged stu dents in social envi ron ments that are least con du cive to their 
aca demic suc cess.

KEYWORDS Campus social con text • Bachelor’s degree attain ment • Socioeconomic 
inequal ity • Socioeconomic seg re ga tion • Postsecondary edu ca tion

Introduction

Socioeconomic disparities in bach e lor’s degree attain ment are a key mech a nism for 
the inter gen er a tional trans mis sion of inequal ity in the United States (Brand and Xie 
2010; Hout 2012; Torche 2011). Despite dra matic increases in col lege enroll ment 
rates over the past four decades, espe cially among stu dents from dis ad van taged fam
i lies, socio eco nomic inequal ity in bach e lor’s degree attain ment has increased over 
time (Bloome et al. 2018). In 1980, young adults aged 25–34 from fam i lies in the top 
income quar tile were 2.3 times more likely to obtain a bach e lor’s degree than were 
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their peers in the bot tom quar tile. By 2015, this gap increased by nearly 40%, such 
that young adults in the top income quin tile were 3.2 times more likely to obtain a 
bach e lor’s degree than were their peers in the bot tom quar tile.1 Given the ris ing costs 
of higher edu ca tion and the grow ing reli ance on stu dent loans (GoldrickRab 2016: 
chap ter 8; Hout 2012), these pat terns sug gest that stu dents from dis ad van taged fam i
lies are pay ing more for their edu ca tion today (usu ally by tak ing on sub stan tial debt) 
but are increas ingly less likely to reap the ben e fits of their invest ment. Understanding 
inequal ity in col lege out comes, rather than access, is there fore cru cial for uncovering 
the mech a nisms that repro duce inequal ity (Bloome et al. 2018).

Research on socio eco nomic disparities in stu dent out comes has revealed impor tant 
indi vid uallevel mech a nisms of inequal ity, includ ing large and per sis tent dif fer ences 
in aca demic prep a ra tion, occu pa tional plans, and atti tudes toward aca de mia (Alon 
and Tienda 2007; GoldrickRab 2006; Mor gan et al. 2013; Reardon 2011; Sirin 2005). 
It has also revealed orga ni za tionallevel fac tors, such as disparities in col lege sec tor 
and degree offer ings (e.g., Alon 2009; Ayalon and Yogev 2005; Bloome et al. 2018; 
Brand et al. 2014; Doyle 2009; Gelbgiser 2018; Leigh and Gill 2004). Compared with 
their more afflu ent peers, stu dents of low socio eco nomic sta tus (SES) arrive at col
lege with poorer aca demic prep a ra tion and fewer social and finan cial resources; they 
are also more likely to enroll at twoyear col le ges and at open admis sion fouryear 
col le ges. As a result, lowSES stu dents are less likely to obtain a degree.

Although research has focused pri mar ily on var i a tions in indi vid ual and orga ni
za tional char ac ter is tics, the social envi ron ments encoun tered by stu dents from dif
fer ent social back grounds on cam pus also dif fer sub stan tially. It is well established 
that stu dents from dif fer ent social back grounds apply to and enroll in dif fer ent col le
ges, even net of their prior aca demic abil i ties (Ayalon and Yogev 2005; Black et al. 
2015; Dillon and Smith 2017; Griffith and Rothstein 2009; Hoxby and Avery 2013). 
One unin tended cor  ol lary is that, in the aggre gate, ongo ing socio eco nomic dispari
ties enhance the unequal dis tri bu tion of stu dents from dif fer ent back grounds across 
col le ges—socio eco nomic seg re ga tion—which in turn shapes and solidifies dis tinct 
social envi ron ments in higher edu ca tion. Thus, col lege stu dents from dif fer ent socio
eco nomic back grounds encoun ter dis tinct social con texts in higher edu ca tion—a sit
u a tion sim i lar to that described in the lit er a ture on neigh bor hood and high school 
seg re ga tion (Bischoff and Owens 2019; DiMaggio and Garip 2012; Harding 2011; 
Owens 2018, 2020; Reardon et al. 2018).

These sys tem atic dif fer ences in col lege social con texts can exac er bate socio eco
nomic inequal ity in stu dent out comes because col le ges are fun da men tally social 
spaces where stu dents inter act, exchange infor ma tion and per spec tives, and adopt 
behav iors that can affect their edu ca tional out comes. Far from arriv ing at col lege 
as “fin ished prod ucts,” stu dents’ iden ti ties, choices, and aspi ra tions evolve, partly 
as a result of their social envi ron ment on cam pus (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; 
Binder et al. 2016; Bourdieu 1986; Hamilton et al. 2018; Kaufman and Feldman 
2004; Stevens 2009; Stevens et al. 2008; Winston and Zimmerman 2004). The col
lege social envi ron ment can influ ence stu dents’ pro fes sional aspi ra tions (Binder et al. 
2016; Bourdieu 1984, 1986; Walpole 2003), major choices (Armstrong and Hamilton 

1 The fig ure is from the author’s ana ly ses using Current Population Survey data from 1980–2015.
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2013), grades (Fletcher and Tienda 2009), and reten tion (Tinto 1987, 1997)—all  of 
which are related to their like li hood of obtaining a degree.

The research presented here extends the demo graphic and socio log i cal schol ar ship 
on inequal ity by assessing the extent of socio eco nomic var i a tion in the social con
texts stu dents encoun ter in col lege and its impli ca tions for inequal ity in bach e lor’s 
degree attain ment. I ana lyze infor ma tion on the aca demic careers of a nation ally rep
re sen ta tive sam ple of high school stu dents who entered higher edu ca tion in the mid
2000s (obtained from the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002), matched with 
exter nal infor ma tion on the social con text of each stu dent’s col lege (obtained from 
the College Scorecard data). The social con text of each cam pus, mea sured by indi ca
tors of the socio eco nomic com po si tion of enrolled stu dents and eval u ated rel a tive to 
the entire field of higher edu ca tion, pro vi des a novel and com pre hen sive assess ment 
of var i a tion across insti tu tions of higher edu ca tion. Drawing on the avail  able lon gi tu
di nal data on stu dents and the var i abil ity in con textstu dent matches, I gen er ate care
ful com par i sons among stu dents with sim i lar observ able char ac ter is tics who attended 
col le ges char ac ter ized by dif fer ent social con texts. This approach dif fers from most 
stud ies on the social expe ri ences of stu dents in col lege, which have focused on a lim
ited set of col le ges and often on a lim ited set of stu dents within those col le ges (e.g., 
Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Binder et al. 2016; Espenshade and Radford 2009; 
Fletcher and Tienda 2009; Jack 2016, 2019; Stevens 2009; see Stevens et al. 2008 for 
a sim i lar argu ment).

Results con firm that disparities in cam pus social con text are con se quen tial for 
socio eco nomic inequal ity in stu dent out comes, pro vid ing new are nas for future 
research and pol icy inter ven tions. Among this recent cohort of high school grad u ates, 
stu dents from dif fer ent social back grounds, espe cially those attend ing fouryear col
le ges, encoun ter sig nifi  cantly dif fer ent social con texts. These dif fer ences are impor
tant for inequal ity because for all  stu dents, the like li hood of grad u a tion is strongly 
related to the social con text of their col lege, even after var i a tion in stu dents’ aca
demic prep a ra tion, atti tudes toward edu ca tion, aspi ra tions and occu pa tional plans, 
and col le ges’ orga ni za tional char ac ter is tics and admis sion prac tices are accounted 
for. Importantly, a higher con cen tra tion of socio eco nomic advan tages on cam pus is 
asso ci ated with increases in degree attain ment rates among stu dents from all  fam
ily back grounds. It fol lows that socio eco nomic seg re ga tion across cam pus con texts 
exac er bates preexisting inequalities in degree attain ment by plac ing dis ad van taged 
stu dents in social envi ron ments that are least con du cive to degree attain ment and 
plac ing advan taged stu dents in envi ron ments that facil i tate degree attain ment.

Theoretical Motivation and Significance

Socioeconomic Segregation Across Colleges

Students are not ran domly dis trib uted across col le ges. Low and highSES stu
dents attend col le ges that dif fer in degree offer ings, sec tor, and selec tiv ity, par tially 
because of ubiq ui tous and per sis tent disparities in prior aca demic achieve ments and 
stan dard ized test scores (Alon and Tienda 2007; Reardon 2011; Sirin 2005). High
SES stu dents are over rep re sented at highly selec tive col le ges, and lowSES stu dents 
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are over rep re sented at twoyear and open admis sion fouryear col le ges (Alon 2009; 
Bloome et al. 2018; Brand et al. 2014; Chetty et al. 2017; Gelbgiser 2018).

Because most prior work on socio eco nomic seg re ga tion across col le ges has 
focused on the edges of the admis sion selec tiv ity dis tri bu tion—namely, on elite and 
open admis sion col le ges—the extent of socio eco nomic seg re ga tion across insti tu
tions that occupy the cen ter of the dis tri bu tion is unclear. This omis sion is a major 
over sight, given that most fouryear col le ges employ some degree of admis sion selec
tiv ity. Among the 1,493 fouryear col le ges rated by the NCESBarron’s Admissions 
Competitiveness Index in 2004 (the year most stu dents in the high school cohort 
stud ied here grad u ated from high school), only 66 col le ges were clas si fied as “most 
com pet i tive,” and only 106 were rated “non com pet i tive,” leav ing 1,240 fouryear 
col le ges with some degree of selec tiv ity. How seg re gated are they?

Some degree of socio eco nomic seg re ga tion across all  col le ges is likely for sev
eral rea sons. First, the lit er a ture on appli ca tion behav ior has found con sis tent dif fer
ences in the appli ca tion and enroll ment pat terns of stu dents with sim i lar aca demic 
pro files but dif fer ent socio eco nomic back grounds. LowSES and minor ity stu dents 
are more likely to enroll in col le ges whose admis sion require ments are below their 
qual i fi ca tions, whereas highSES stu dents are more likely to enroll in “reach” col
le ges whose require ments are above their qual i fi ca tions (Black et al. 2015; Bowen 
2018; Dillon and Smith 2017; Griffith and Rothstein 2009; Hoxby and Avery 2013; 
Mullen and Goyette 2019). These dif fer ences increase socio eco nomic seg re ga tion 
across col le ges.

Second, socio eco nomic dif fer ences in infor ma tion, social, and finan cial resources 
can enhance seg re ga tion across col le ges, even net of prior aca demic prep a ra tion. 
High school stu dents often turn to their peers, aca demic coun sel ors, neigh bors, and 
fam ily mem bers for advice about an appro pri ate col lege des ti na tion. Because of high 
and per sis tent neigh bor hood and school seg re ga tion by income, stu dents from dif fer
ent socio eco nomic back grounds are exposed to vastly dif fer ent con sul ting about suit
able col lege des ti na tions, and dis ad van taged stu dents are less likely to have access 
to accu rate infor ma tion about costs, admis sion prac tices, and career oppor tu ni ties 
(Harding 2011; Owens 2016; Reardon et al. 2018). Indeed, using qual i ta tive data, 
Holland and DeLuca (2016) found that innercity Afri can Amer i can youth are drawn 
to forprofit trade col le ges mainly because of mis in for ma tion regard ing the job pros
pects of the degrees they offer. Disadvantaged stu dents are also less likely to apply to 
col le ges out side their geo graph i cal area and are more sen si tive to tuition costs (Cortes 
and Lincove 2019; Hoxby and Avery 2013; Long 2004; Mullen and Goyette 2019; 
Roksa and Deutschlander 2018). Consequently, they are more likely to attend col le
ges with stu dents of a sim i lar socio eco nomic back ground.

Third, col le ges increase socio eco nomic seg re ga tion by catering to the needs of 
stu dents from spe cific sociodemographic strata in order to mit i gate com pe ti tion and 
increase effi ciency and finan cial sta bil ity (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Jaquette 
and Curs 2015; Stevens 2009). Armstrong and Hamilton (2013), for exam ple, found 
that large, flag ship state uni ver si ties invest in the “party path way”—char ac ter ized by 
wellfunded facil i ties such as gyms, Greek life, and other rec re a tional activ i ties—in 
order to attract afflu ent stu dents who could not secure a posi tion at an elite col lege. 
Jaquette and Curs (2015) found that pub lic uni ver si ties in Michigan tar get outofstate 
stu dents to increase rev e nues. Similarly, many forprofit col le ges tar get lowincome 
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and older stu dents by offer ing them labor mar ket–appli ca ble train ing and greater flex
i bil ity than avail  able from tra di tional col le ges (Cottom 2017; Kutz 2010).

Combined, these forces enhance socio eco nomic seg re ga tion, even across col le ges 
with sim i lar admis sion selec tiv ity and among stu dents with sim i lar aca demic abil i
ties. Consider, for exam ple, Grand Valley State University and Florida International 
University, two pub lic fouryear col le ges clas si fied in 2004 by Barron’s Index as 
“very com pet i tive,” with a 25th per cen tile ACT score of 21 for admit ted stu dents. 
In most research on higher edu ca tion, the two insti tu tions would be lumped together 
as selec tive fouryear col le ges. Yet the stu dent com po si tion at these two col le ges in 
2004–2005 was vastly dif fer ent: the median fam ily income of stu dents at Florida 
International University was $22K, and the aver age pov erty rate at stu dents’ home 
ZIP codes was 11%; com par a tive fig ures for Grand Valley State University were 
$58K and 5.5%, respec tively.2 This exam ple dem on strates that socio eco nomic seg re
ga tion is dis tinct from other com monly stud ied col lege char ac ter is tics, such as sec tor 
or admis sion selec tiv ity, and can exert a unique influ ence on stu dent out comes.

Campus Social Context and Degree Attainment

Consistent socio eco nomic seg re ga tion across col le ges is an impor tant axis of strat i fi
ca tion because it solidifies dif fer ences in the socio eco nomic com po si tion of enrolled 
stu dents across insti tu tions and places stu dents in sys tem at i cally dif fer ent cam pus 
social con texts. In turn, cam pus social con texts influ ence the prob a bil ity that stu
dents inter act with peers from dif fer ent socio eco nomic back grounds, regard less of 
stu dents’ social pref er ences and aca demic capabilities. From this per spec tive, social 
con text is an under ly ing eco log i cal col lege char ac ter is tic because it influ ences stu
dents’ access to cer tain infor ma tion, behav iors, and other social resources that flow in 
the net work (DiMaggio and Garip 2012; McPherson et al. 2001).

The impor tance of stu dent com po si tion for aca demic achieve ments, often con
sid ered part of the “hid den cur ric u lum” of schools, has been rec og nized by the 
socio log i cal lit er a ture on school socio eco nomic and racial seg re ga tion (Entwisle 
and Alexander 1992; Kahlenberg 2001; Kim and Conrad 2006; Owens 2020; Portes 
and MacLeod 1996), the edu ca tional lit er a ture on socalled frogpond effects (e.g., 
Crosnoe 2009; Marsh 1987; Marsh and Hau 2003), and the eco nomic lit er a ture on 
peer effects (Goethals et al. 1999; Lavy et al. 2012; Winston and Zimmerman 2004; 
Zimmerman 2003). There is far less agree ment, how ever, on whether attend ing 
schools char ac ter ized by high concertation of stu dents with sim i lar SES is ben e fi cial 
for stu dent out comes and for whom. From an inequal ity per spec tive, these ques tions 
are crit i cal. If attend ing a col lege with a high con cen tra tion of lowSES stu dents is 
ben e fi cial for the aca demic suc cess of lowSES stu dents (net of other orga ni za tional 
and indi vid ual char ac ter is tics), then socio eco nomic seg re ga tion across col le ges mit
i gates inequal ity. By con trast, if most stu dents ben e fit from attend ing col le ges with 
higher con cen tra tions of stu dents from mid and highSES fam i lies, socio eco nomic 
seg re ga tion exac er bates inequal ity.

2 These fig ures are based on the College Scorecard data and the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System.
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For exam ple, the frogpond per spec tive, which focuses on stu dents’ selfcon cept 
and its effects on aca demic out comes, sug gests that attend ing col lege with a high 
con cen tra tion of stu dents from sim i lar back grounds can be ben e fi cial for dis ad van
taged stu dents. This lit er a ture pre dicts that as the pro por tion of highSES stu dents 
increases, lowSES stu dents become more vul ner a ble because they face greater 
com pe ti tion for grades and resources and are at greater risk of stig ma ti za tion. These 
vulnerabilities can worsen lowSES stu dents’ neg a tive selfcon cept, mak ing it espe
cially chal leng ing for them to nav i gate col lege and even tu ally increas ing their risk 
of drop ping out. Indeed, ana lyz ing detailed infor ma tion from the National Longitu
dinal Study of Adolescent Health, Crosnoe (2009) found that as the pro por tion of 
mid and highincome high school stu dents increased, lowSES stu dents expe ri enced 
decreases in math and sci ence achieve ment and increases in psy cho log i cal prob lems. 
Jack (2019) found that lowSES stu dents at Harvard expe ri enced social iso la tion and 
hard ship, and Armstrong and Hamilton (2013) found that the reten tion rates of low
SES female stu dents at one state col lege were hin dered by their inte gra tion with high
erSES stu dents, although the lat ter suf fered no observed edu ca tional con se quences.

By con trast, the o ret i cal mod els focus ing on social learn ing pre dict that seg re ga
tion can be par tic u larly det ri men tal for lowSES stu dents. Tinto’s (1987, 1997) reten
tion model, for instance, views social inte gra tion with mid and highSES stu dents 
as cru cial for the reten tion of dis ad van taged stu dents because it pro vi des them with 
access to valu able infor ma tional, aca demic, and nor ma tive resources (Rubin 2012; 
Walpole 2003). This pre dic tion is con sis tent with some inter pre ta tions of Bourdieu’s 
(1984) cul tural repro duc tion the ory, which pos its that inequal ity is reproduced in 
col lege through social inter ac tions and orga ni za tional arrange ments that dispropor
tionally reward pre dis po si tions asso ci ated with afflu ent fam i lies (Binder et al. 2016; 
Stevens 2009). According to this view, a higher pres ence of highSES stu dents on 
cam pus increases the expo sure of all  stu dents, but par tic u larly dis ad van taged stu
dents, to dis po si tions and behav iors that are val ued in aca de mia, thereby increas ing 
their like li hood of suc cess (Walpole 2003). These norms and expec ta tions can be 
insti tu tion al ized over time through the efforts of stu dents’ fam i lies, thereby boosting 
all  stu dents’ grad u a tion rates (Binder et al. 2016; Stevens 2009).

Normative pres sures to obtain a degree may also increase with the pro por tion of 
afflu ent stu dents, given that aspi ra tions for a bach e lor’s degree are nearly uni ver
sal among mid and highSES fam i lies (Breen and Goldthorpe 1997; Goyette 2008; 
Harding 2011; Mor gan et al. 2013). These pres sures are likely to be espe cially ben e fi
cial for the degree attain ment rates of lowSES stu dents, who have greater expo sure to 
com pet ing mobil ity sche mas in their home and neigh bor hood (Harding 2011). How
ever, as some stud ies have iden ti fied, afflu ent stu dents may be bet ter posi tioned to gain 
more from these social pres sures, thereby enhanc ing their prior advan tage in degree 
attain ment via seg re ga tion (Christakis and Fowler 2008; DiMaggio and Garip 2012).

The main con clu sion from this review is that ongo ing socio eco nomic seg re ga tion 
in higher edu ca tion can increase inequal ity in stu dent out comes because it cre ates 
sys tem atic disparities in the social con text encoun tered in col lege. The key for eval
u at ing the effect of socio eco nomic seg re ga tion on inequal ity in degree attain ment is 
to assess whether and how the social con text that stu dents from dif fer ent social back
grounds encoun ter in col lege affects their out comes, net of social back ground, aca
demic prep a ra tion, aspi ra tions, or the orga ni za tional char ac ter is tics of their col le ges. 
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This is the focus of the cur rent inves ti ga tion. I expand existing schol ar ship on higher 
edu ca tion by con sid er ing an unex plored source of var i a tion in stu dents’ path ways in 
higher edu ca tion and high light sys tem atic disparities in the oppor tu ni ties of stu dents 
from dif fer ent social back grounds to obtain a degree. To this end, I inves ti gate two 
related empir i cal ques tions. First, to what extent do stu dents from dif fer ent socio eco
nomic back grounds enter col le ges with a dif fer ent social con text? Second, how does 
the cam pus social con text influ ence the col lege out comes of stu dents from dif fer ent 
social back grounds, beyond their indi vid ual and col legelevel char ac ter is tics?

Method

Data and Sample

Previous stud ies on cam pus social con text have gen er ally focused on small and 
select groups of stu dents enrolled in a lim ited num ber of insti tu tions. Although this 
approach allows indepth ana ly ses of stu dent inter ac tions, it lim its the abil ity to com
pare dif fer ent social con texts and assess their var i abil ity in higher edu ca tion. To pro
vide a broad view of the extent of socio eco nomic disparities in social con texts in U.S. 
higher edu ca tion, I use data from the Educational Longitudinal Survey of 2002 (ELS)
to ana lyzes the edu ca tional tra jec to ries and out comes of a large, nation ally rep re sen
ta tive sam ple of stu dents who have attended a vari ety of insti tu tions. Collected by 
the U.S. Department of Education, the ELS data con tain infor ma tion on a sam ple of 
more than 15,000 stu dents who were high school soph o mores in 2002 and who were 
resurveyed in 2004, 2006, and 2012.

The main strength of the ELS lies in its wealth of infor ma tion on stu dents’ social, 
eco nomic, and aca demic back ground col lected from stu dents, par ents, teach ers, and 
schools col lected prior to col lege enroll ment. Because col lege selec tion is not ran dom, 
this infor ma tion is crit i cal for assessing the selec tion pro cesses that chan nel stu dents into 
dif fer ent post sec ond ary des ti na tions. The ELS also con tains infor ma tion on the tim ing 
of entry into post sec ond ary edu ca tion, the U.S. Department of Education col lege iden ti
fier, and degrees earned, col lected from stu dents and their insti tu tions. Although the stu
dents in the ELS entered higher edu ca tion more than a decade ago, it is the most recent 
lon gi tu di nal study avail  able on a high school cohort whose mem bers have had suf fi cient 
time to com plete their edu ca tion, mak ing it uniquely suit able for the cur rent study.

I com bine the ELS data with infor ma tion from the College Scorecard Data, a pub
licly avail  able data set that is also com piled by the U.S. Department of Education. This 
data set con tains annual insti tu tionlevel infor ma tion on campuses obtained from var i
ous gov ern ment agencies, includ ing the National Student Loan Data System, the U.S. 
Department of the Treasury, and the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS).3 The main advan tage of these data is that they are exog e nous to the char ac ter
is tics of ELS respon dents and reflect the var i abil ity of all  stu dents in the enter ing cohort 
at each cam pus, includ ing older stu dents and other non tra di tional stu dent pop u la tions. 

3 The College Scorecard data are avail  able at https:  /  /collegescorecard  .ed  .gov  /data. I use the col lege iden
ti fier for ELS stu dents’ first post sec ond ary insti tu tion in order to link the College Scorecard Data from the 
2004–2005 cohort.
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1046 D. Gelbgiser

Using these data, I can com pare obser va tion ally sim i lar stu dents that attend col le ges with 
sim i lar orga ni za tional char ac ter is tics but expe ri ence dif fer ent cam pus social con texts.

The ana lytic sam ple con sists of 8,100 high school soph o mores who (1) par tic i
pated in all  rel e vant waves, (2) attended any type of col lege before Jan u ary 2007, 
and (3) have valid nonmissing infor ma tion on the com po si tion of their first col lege 
des ti na tion and out comes. To avoid poten tial biases in stu dents’ tran si tion to col lege, 
I limit the sam ple to stu dents who grad u ated high school on time. I con struct appro
pri ate sam ple weights that allow pro jec tions to the entire pop u la tion of stu dents who 
were in 10th grade in 2002; I use itemspe cific bestsub set lin ear regres sion to impute 
miss ing infor ma tion on the adjust ment var i ables.4

Main Variables

Degree attain ment, the out come of inter est, is a threecat e gory mea sure of the highest 
degree obtained by 2012: (1) bach e lor’s degree indi cates that the stu dent obtained a 
bach e lor’s degree, its equiv a lent, or above by 2012; (2) asso ci ate’s degree or lower 
indi cates that the stu dent’s highest degree obtained by 2012 is a cer tifi  cate or asso ci
ate’s degree; and (3) no degree indi cates that the stu dent attended col lege before 2007 
but did not obtain a degree or cer tifi  cate by 2012.

Campus social con text, the pri mary pre dic tor, is a com pos ite mea sure ment draw
ing on five aggre gate dimen sions of the com po si tion of enrolled stu dents in each 
cam pus avail  able in the College Scorecard Data: (1) median fam ily income; (2) 
weighted aver age fam ily income (tak ing both depen dent and inde pen dent stu dents 
into account); (3) aver age median house hold income in stu dents’ home ZIP code; 
(4) aver age pov erty rates in stu dents’ home ZIP code; and (5) per cent age of stu dents 
receiv ing fed eral aid.5 Together, these aggre gate dimen sions of the eco nomic con di
tions of enrolled stu dents’ fam i lies and their neigh bor hoods cap ture under ly ing eco
log i cal char ac ter is tics of the social envi ron ment that stu dents encoun ter in col lege, 
espe cially in light of the strong cor re la tion between eco nomic and social con di tions.6

Because of the high con cen tra tion of lowSES stu dents at col le ges offer ing less 
than a fouryear degree (here af ter, “twoyear col le ges”), fac tor scores are esti mated 
sep a rately for the pop u la tions of accredited four and twoyear col le ges in 2005 
(N = 1,973 and N = 3,495, respec tively). This prac tice may under es ti mate the over all 
degree of socio eco nomic seg re ga tion in higher edu ca tion, but it is nec es sary for iden

4 I weight the data by the first and last sur vey wave panel weight devel oped by the data dis trib u tors, 
mul ti plied sequen tially by the inverse prob a bil i ties of stu dents for non par tic i pa tion in all  four waves and 
non re sponse on the rel e vant out comes esti mated (esti mated from sep a rate logit mod els using demo graphic 
char ac ter is tics, fam ily back ground, and base year indi ca tors of aca demic engage ment). Sample sizes are 
rounded to the nearest 10, according to the Institute of Education Science guide lines.
5 Dimensions 1, 2, and 5 are derived from the National Student Loan Data System; dimen sions 3 and 4 are 
cal cu lated by the U.S. Department of the Treasury. Information on paren tal edu ca tion is not avail  able for 
the 2004–2005 cohort. Sensitivity ana ly ses indi cate that sim i lar results are obtained using each dimen sion 
sep a rately.
6 Dimensions 1, 2, and 5 por tray the aver age fam ily con di tions of enrolled stu dents. Dimensions 3 and 4 
cap ture the aver age con tex tual con di tions of enrolled stu dents’ fam i lies. Together, these mea sures cap ture 
the con cen tra tion of eco nomic advan tages or dis ad van tages on cam pus.
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1047Socioeconomic Segregation, Campus Context, and College Degree

ti fy ing disparities in stu dent out comes asso ci ated with cam pus social con text. Factor 
scores are cal cu lated using prin ci pal com po nent ana ly ses and are converted into dec
ile rank.7 Colleges in the low est and highest dec iles are those with the highest con
cen tra tions of eco nom i cally dis ad van taged and advan taged stu dents, respec tively.8

Table 1 pres ents the means and stan dard devi a tions of each dimen sion for col le
ges at the bot tom 20%, mid dle 60%, and top 20% of the social con text dis tri bu tion, 
confirming that these dimen sions cap ture sub stan tial dif fer ences in social envi ron
ments. In 2005, the aver age mean and median house hold incomes at fouryear col le

7 These fac tors cap ture most of the var i ance in social con text, eigen val ues of 3.5 and 3.0 among four and 
twoyear col le ges, respec tively, and eigen val ues for all  sub se quent fac tors below 0.5. Cronbach’s alpha is 
.75 among fouryear col le ges and .69 among twoyear col le ges. Examples of fouryear col le ges at the bot
tom and top dec iles are listed in Table A1 in the online appen dix.
8 I tested the validity of these scores by cal cu lat ing an alter na tive fac tor score for a sub set of insti tu tions 
for which data on aver age and median fam ily income were avail  able from the Opportunity Insights pro ject 
(avail  able at https:  /  /opportunityinsights  .org  /data). The cor re la tion between the social con text ranks is .90 
and .74 for four and twoyear col le ges, respec tively, and the respec tive aver age dif fer ences in per cen tile 
rank are −0.98 and −0.04.

Table 1 Dimensions of cam pus social con text. Estimated for the entire pop u la tion of accredited col le ges 
in U.S. higher edu ca tion in the 2004–2005 aca demic year

College Rank in the Campus Social Context Distribution

Bottom 20% Middle 60% Top 20%

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

A. FourYear Colleges (N = 1,973)
 Campus fac tor score (stan dard ized) −1.3 0.5 0.0 0.5 1.4 0.5
  Average fam ily income 22,287.8 6,165.5 42,170.7 8,959.7 69,974.3 10,594.1
  Median fam ily income 18,970.8 5,459.0 38,575.3 9,983.0 64,941.7 9,258.7
  Avg. median house hold income 

in stu dent home ZIP code 51,076.0 7,261.1 62,954.9 7,572.4 74,595.6 7,241.6
  Avg. pov erty rate in stu dent 

home ZIP code 14.0 5.0 8.1 1.8 5.8 1.1
  % of stu dents who receive fed

eral aid on cam pus 60.7 19.1 33.5 16.5 19.1 8.0
B. TwoYear Colleges (N = 3,495)
 Campus fac tor score (stan dard ized) −1.2 0.3 −0.1 0.4 1.5 0.7
  Average fam ily income 11,263.1 2,450.1 18,502.5 4,163.6 32,920.2 7,638.3
  Median fam ily income 9,310.1 2,755.2 15,813.2 3,826.5 29,971.1 8,188.6
  Avg. median house hold income 

in stu dent home ZIP code 44,686.9 6,804.9 55,573.5 8,839.9 66,112.3 10,472.1
  Avg. pov erty rate in stu dent 

home ZIP code 17.7 4.7 10.3 2.8 6.8 1.9
  % of stu dents who receive fed

eral aid on cam pus 72.0 20.8 56.2 21.2 37.5 18.4

Notes: Data include all  accredited post sec ond ary col le ges in the United States in 2005. Factor scores are 
cal cu lated sep a rately for four and twoyear col le ges.

Source: College Scorecard data, U.S. Department of Education (enter ing cohorts of 2004–2005).
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1048 D. Gelbgiser

ges ranked at the bot tom 20% of the dis tri bu tion were $22K and $19K, respec tively. 
By con trast, among fouryear col le ges ranked at the top 20%, the aver age mean and 
median incomes were $70K and $65K, respec tively. Similar dif fer ences between col
le ges in the top 20% and those in the bot tom 20% are evi dent in the aver age pov erty 
rates at stu dents’ home ZIP codes (14% vs. 5.8%) and the share of stu dents who 
received fed eral finan cial aid (61% vs. 19%).

Overall, stu dents attend ing twoyear col le ges have lower fam ily income, higher 
pov erty rates, and higher rates of finan cial aid receipt. The aver age fam ily income 
of stu dents in twoyear col le ges ranked at the top 20% of the dis tri bu tion was $33K, 
com pared with only $11K for stu dents attend ing twoyear campuses at the bot tom 
20%. Similar dif fer ences are observed for pov erty rates (18% vs. 7%) and the share 
of stu dents receiv ing fed eral aid (72% vs. 38%).

Students’ socio eco nomic back ground (SES) is mea sured by a com pos ite score 
constructed by the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) that con sid ers 
data on stu dents’ fam ily income, par ents’ edu ca tion, and Socioeconomic Index scores 
when the stu dent was in 10th grade, col lapsed into quar tiles. I eval u ate the extent of 
socio eco nomic disparities by com par ing the edu ca tional tra jec to ries and out comes of 
stu dents at the bot tom SES quar tile, two mid dle quar tiles, and top quar tile (here af ter, 
low, mid, and highSES stu dents, respec tively).

Adjustment Factors

College selec tion and enroll ment deci sions are influ enced by mul ti ple fac tors, includ ing 
stu dents’ aca demic achieve ments, aspi ra tions, atti tudes, and demo graphic fac tors—all  
of which are asso ci ated with col lege out comes. Colleges also dif fer in their char ac ter
is tics, which can be cor re lated with both cam pus social con text and stu dent out comes. 
If not accounted for, these asso ci a tions can gen er ate spu ri ous non causal cor re la tions 
between cam pus social con text and stu dent out comes. The mod els there fore adjust for 
a com pre hen sive set of indi vid ual and col legelevel fac tors, detailed in Table 2, that 
are cru cial for assessing the effect of cam pus social con text on stu dent out comes.

Analytic Strategy

I explore the extent and impli ca tions of dif fer ences in cam pus social con text in sev eral 
steps. I begin by assessing disparities in the dis tri bu tion of stu dents across con texts. 
First, I fit an ordi nary least squares (OLS) model predicting cam pus social con text 
as a func tion of stu dent SES. The coef fi cients for SES in this model cap ture unad
justed dif fer ences in cam pus social con text that stu dents from dif fer ent back grounds 
encoun ter in col lege. Next, I fit a series of nested OLS mod els that sequen tially add 
the indi vid ual and col legelevel fac tors described in Table 2. In all  mod els, highSES 
stu dents are the ref er ence cat e gory. Thus, the coef fi cients for stu dent SES reflect the 
aver age dif fer ence in cam pus social con text dec ile between low or midSES stu dents 
and highSES stu dents. The changes in the SES coef fi cients across mod els cap ture 
the extent to which var i a tions in indi vid ual and col legelevel fac tors explain socio
eco nomic dif fer ences in cam pus social con text.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/dem

ography/article-pdf/58/3/1039/924073/1039gelbgiser.pdf by C
O

R
N

ELL U
N

IV user on 06 Septem
ber 2023



1049Socioeconomic Segregation, Campus Context, and College Degree

Table 2 Individual and col lege level adjust ment var i ables included in the ana ly ses

Variable Description

IndividualLevel Factors
 Social and demo graphic fac tors
  Gender Selfreported gen der (male or female)
  Race/eth nic ity Selfreported race and or eth nic ity in 10th grade (White,  

His panic, Black, Asian, or other race)
  High school urbanicity Urbanicity of the local ity of high school in 10th grade (urban, 

sub ur ban, or rural)
  High school type Type of school in 10th grade (pub lic, Cath o lic, or other pri vate)
 Academic achieve ments and 

prep a ra tion
  Math scores, 10th grade Scores in an NCESadmin is tered stan dard ized math test in 

10th grade (stan dard ized)
  Math scores, 12th grade Scores in an NCESadmin is tered stan dard ized math test in 

12th grade (stan dard ized)
  Reading scores, 10th grade Scores in an NCESadmin is tered stan dard ized read ing test in 

10th grade (stan dard ized)
  High school course work in sci

ence, math, and nonEnglish 
lan guage

Highest level of courses stu dent took in each sub ject in high 
school, based on the NCES cod ing schema devel oped by 
Burkam and Lee (2003)

  Cumulative GPA in high school Student cumu la tive aca demic GPA in 12th grade reported by 
the school

  SAT/ACT scores (in per cen tiles) SAT/ACT scores converted to the national per cen tiles in 
2004–2005

 Academic aspi ra tions, expec ta tions, 
and atti tudes

  Selfreported edu ca tional aspi ra
tions in 2004

A dummy var i able indi cat ing whether the stu dent selfreported 
in 12th grade (in 2004) that they expected to earn a bach e
lor’s degree, based on the response to the fol low ing prompt: 
“As things stand now, how far in school do you think you 
will get?”

  Required edu ca tion of expected 
occu pa tion

Whether the antic i pated occu pa tion at the age 30 requires a 
bach e lor’s degree, based on stu dent’s response to the fol
low ing ques tion: “What occu pa tion do you expect to have at 
the age of 30?,” coded and matched to O*NET occu pa tional 
clas si fi ca tion infor ma tion about required edu ca tion (col lege 
or more; high school or less; or don’t know, miss ing)

  Student com mit ment to school in 
10th grade

A com pos ite mea sure ment (stan dard ized) based on 31 items 
reported by the stu dent, teach ers, and par ents about stu dent 
behav ior in school in 10th grade

 College Characteristics
  Admission com pet i tive nessa Measured with two indi ca tors reported to the IPEDS: (1) the 

com pos ite ACT scores of the 25th per cen tile of firsttime 
admit ted stu dents in 2005, and (2) the admis sion rate of 
firsttime stu dents in 2005 (cal cu lated as the num ber of 
admit ted stu dents / num ber of appli cants). For open admis
sion col le ges, the admis sion rate is 100%, and the ACT 
score is set to the min i mum.

  College sec tor Categorized as pub lic, pri vate non profit, or pri vate forprofit 
col lege

  College finan cial resources Measured by the core rev e nues of the col lege in 2004–2005 
(in mil li ons of dol lars)
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Next, I exam ine whether and how cam pus social con text influ ences stu dent out comes 
by fit ting a series of mul ti no mial mod els that pre dict stu dent out comes as a func tion of 
that con text. I first fit a “naïve model,” which includes only stu dents’ socio eco nomic 
back ground and cam pus social con text. The coef fi cients for cam pus social con text in 
this model cap ture the gross asso ci a tion between social con text and stu dent out comes.

I then esti mate three addi tional nested mod els: a model that adjusts for stu dents’ indi
vid ual char ac ter is tics (e.g., aca demic prep a ra tion, atti tudes, and aspi ra tions); one that 
adds adjust ments for their col lege char ac ter is tics (e.g., admis sion selec tiv ity, sec tor, size, 
stu dentfac ulty ratio, and finan cial resources); and one that includes all  indi vid ual and 
col legelevel fac tors and inter ac tion terms between stu dent SES and cam pus social con
text. The coef fi cients for cam pus social con text in the first two nested mod els cap ture the 
net asso ci a tions between cam pus social con text and stu dent out comes, whereas the last 
nested model assesses whether the effect of cam pus con text on stu dent out comes varies 
by SES.

Results

Socioeconomic Background and Campus Social Context

The extent of socio eco nomic dif fer ences in the social con text that stu dents encoun
ter in higher edu ca tion is cap tured in Figure 1, which graphs the den sity dis tri bu tion 
of cam pus social con text per cen tile rank by stu dent SES. Low, mid, and highSES 
stu dents encoun ter sub stan tially dif fer ent social con texts on cam pus, even when 
attend ing col le ges of a sim i lar level. LowSES stu dents are con cen trated on cam
puses char ac ter ized by concertation of eco nomic dis ad van tages, whereas mid and 
highSES stu dents are more often found on campuses char ac ter ized by concertation 
of eco nomic advan tages (higher aver age and median fam ily income, lower pov erty 
rates, and lower reli ance on finan cial aid).

Traditional seg re ga tion indi ces suc cinctly tell the story. The index of dis sim i lar ity 
(D) for seg re ga tion of low and highSES stu dents across cam pus social context deciles 

Variable Description

  Studentfac ulty ratio Ratio of the num ber of fulltime under grad u ate stu dents to 
fac ulty/research fulltime equiv a lent staff

  College size Measured by the total num ber of under grad u ate stu dents (12
month undu pli cated enroll ment)

  College loca tion An indi ca tor for whether the col lege is located in the same 
state as stu dents’ high school in 10th gradeb

Sources: ELS 2002–2012, IPEDS, and the College Scorecard data.
a Selectivity is avail  able only for fouryear col le ges.
b LowSES stu dents may be less mobile in their col lege choices, lead ing to greater depen dency on col lege 
region and prior net work recourses. Differences in the like li hood of attend ing a col lege in the same state are 
evi dent among ELS stu dents but are smaller than antic i pated: 90% of lowSES stu dents, 85% of midSES 
stu dents, and 72% of highSES stu dents attended their first col lege in the same state as their high school.

Table 2 (continued)
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is .34 among fouryear col le ges and .19 among twoyear col le ges, imply ing that about 
34% of lowSES (or highSES) stu dents at fouryear col le ges and 19% at twoyear 
col le ges would have to switch col le ges in order to be dis trib uted equally across social 
con texts. Importantly, the asso ci a tion between social back ground and cam pus social 
con text is not per fect: stu dents from all  socio eco nomic back grounds attend col le ges 
across the entire dis tri bu tion of cam pus social con texts. This var i a tion is key for the 
eval u a tion of the asso ci a tion between cam pus social con text and stu dent out comes.

Socioeconomic disparities in cam pus social con text can reflect dif fer ences in 
stu dents’ aca demic prep a ra tion, stan dard ized test scores, atti tudes, and edu ca tional 
aspi ra tions, or the char ac ter is tics of the col le ges they choose (such as sec tors and 
admis sion selec tiv ity). In this case, the dif fer ences in cam pus social con text depicted 
in Figure 1 would be expected to mit i gate (or dis ap pear alto gether) once dif fer ences 
in back ground and col lege char ac ter is tics are accounted for. Differences in social 
con text may also reflect groupspe cific pref er ences of cer tain insti tu tions or other 
unob served dif fer ences between low and highSES stu dents. Results from nested 
OLS regres sion mod els that eval u ate these pos si bil i ties are presented in Table 3.

Among stu dents at fouryear col le ges, the cam pus social con text ranks in col le ges 
attended by low and midSES stu dents are, respec tively, 2.30 and 1.03 dec iles lower 
than in col le ges attended by highSES stu dents (Model 1). Adjusting for var i a tion 
in indi vid uallevel fac tors (Model 2) reduces socio eco nomic dif fer ences in aver age 
cam pus social con text by 67% among low and highSES stu dents (from −2.29 to 
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Fig. 1 Distribution of students across campus social contexts. Sources: ELS 2002–2012 and College 
Scorecard data.
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−0.76 dec iles) and by 59% among mid and highSES stu dents (from −1.03 to −0.42 
dec iles), although the dif fer ences are still sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant. Collegelevel fac
tors (Model 3) explain an addi tional 14% of the dif fer ence in cam pus social con text 
between low and highSES stu dents (and nearly all  remaining dif fer ences between 
mid and highSES stu dents). Together, these fac tors explain 81% of the gap between 
low and highSES stu dents attend ing fouryear col le ges.

Differences in cam pus social con text are smaller among stu dents who attend two
year col le ges and are sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant only among low and highSES stu dents 
(Model 4), confirming that socio eco nomic seg re ga tion is sub stan tially lower among 
stu dents at twoyear col le ges. LowSES stu dents attend col le ges ranked 1.07 dec iles 
lower, on aver age, than the social con text rank of col le ges attended by highSES 
stu dents. Adjusting for var i a tion in indi vid uallevel fac tors reduces the gap in social 
con text between low and highSES stu dents by 49%, from −1.07 to −0.55 dec iles 
(Model 5). College char ac ter is tics explain an addi tional 15% of the ini tial gap, with 
a resid ual sig nifi  cant dif fer ence of 0.39 dec iles (Model 3). Together, the indi vid ual 
and col legelevel fac tors in the model account for 64% of the gap between stu dents 
attend ing twoyear col le ges.

The fac tors included in the mod els also account for a sub stan tial share of the total 
var i ance in cam pus social con text within each group. When esti mated sep a rately for 

Table 3 Selected coef fi cients from OLS mod els predicting cam pus social con text dec iles

Students at FourYear Colleges Students at TwoYear Colleges

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Student Socioeconomic Background 
(ref. = highSES stu dents)

 LowSES stu dents −2.29** −0.76** −0.44** −1.07** −0.55** −0.39*
 (0.17) (0.14) (0.12) (0.28) (0.18) (0.18)
 MidSES stu dents −1.03** −0.42** −0.14† −0.27 −0.26† −0.19

(0.11) (0.09) (0.08) (0.17) (0.15) (0.15)
IndividualLevel Factors
 Demographic fac tors Yes Yes Yes Yes
 Academic achieve ments and 

prep a ra tion Yes Yes Yes Yes
 Aspirations and atti tudes Yes Yes Yes Yes
College Factors
 Admission com pet i tive ness, sec tor, 

size, finan cial resources, prox im
ity, stu dentfac ulty ratio Yes Yes

Constant 7.05** 4.48** −3.33** 6.56** 7.76** 7.83**
(0.10) (0.37) (0.65) (0.17) (0.45) (0.48)

Number of Observations 5,140 5,140 5,140 2,960 2,960 2,960
R2 .073 .389 .560 .023 .261 .304

Notes: Data are weighted (see main text). Robust stan dard errors are shown in paren the ses. Descriptions 
and defi  ni tions of indi vid ual and col legelevel fac tors are avail  able in Table 2.

Sources: ELS 2002–2012 and College Scorecard data.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01
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each social stra tum (not shown here), indi vid ual and col legelevel fac tors together 
account for 64%, 56%, and 54% of the var i ance in cam pus social con text among low, 
mid, and highSES stu dents attend ing fouryear col le ges, respec tively. At twoyear 
col le ges, these fac tors account for 37%, 31%, and 28% of the var i ance among low, 
mid, and highSES stu dents, respec tively.

The pre ced ing ana ly ses yield two novel find ings. First, seg re ga tion by social con
text in higher edu ca tion is sub stan tial, espe cially at fouryear col le ges, even after a 
com pre hen sive set of indi vid ual and col lege fac tors is adjusted for. It fol lows that 
cam pus social con text is dis tinct from other forms of strat i fi ca tion in higher edu ca
tion.9 Second, the com pre hen sive set of covariates detailed in Table 2 cap tures most 
of the selec tion regimes that chan nel stu dents from dif fer ent socio eco nomic back
grounds to col le ges with dif fer ent social con texts. These results are foun da tional for 
the assess ment of the effect of cam pus social con text on stu dents’ out comes because 
they dem on strate that sub stan tial var i a tions in the out comes asso ci ated with the treat
ment assign ment can be net ted out.

Campus Social Context and Degree Attainment

Socioeconomic disparities in cam pus social con texts are con se quen tial for inequal ity 
in degree attain ment only if cam pus social con text has endur ing effects on stu dent 
out comes beyond other fac tors. Table 4, which pres ents results from a series of nested 
mul ti no mial logit mod els that pre dict stu dents’ col lege out comes as a func tion of 
their cam pus social con text, explores this pos si bil ity. In all  mod els, bach e lor’s degree 
attain ment is set as the base out come. Thus, the coef fi cients depict the change in the 
(log) like li hood of not obtaining a degree or of obtaining an asso ci ate’s degree or 
lower, rel a tive to the like li hood of obtaining a bach e lor’s degree.

Among stu dents attend ing fouryear col le ges (panel A), the naïve esti mate for 
cam pus social con text dec ile (Model 1) is neg a tive and has a small stan dard error: 
net of stu dents’ socio eco nomic back ground, higherranked cam pus social con text is 
asso ci ated with a lower like li hood of not obtaining a degree or of obtaining an asso ci
ate’s degree or lower and with a higher like li hood of earning a bach e lor’s degree. For 
stu dents attend ing twoyear col le ges (panel B), the naïve esti mate for cam pus social 
con text is also neg a tive, although it is sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant only for the like li hood 
of not obtaining a degree ver sus obtaining a bach e lor’s degree.

The effect of cam pus social con text on stu dent out comes remains sub stan tial and 
sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant among fouryear col le ges (panel A) even after I account for indi
vid uallevel var i a tion in demo graph ics, aca demic prep a ra tion, and atti tude (Model 2), 
as well as var i a tion in col legelevel char ac ter is tics, includ ing size, selec tiv ity, stu dent
fac ulty ratio and finan cial resources (Model 3). Similar results are obtained among stu
dents at twoyear col le ges (panel B), although the net effect of cam pus social con text 
dis ap pears when other col legechar ac ter is tics are accounted for in Model 3. Model 4 
tests whether the asso ci a tion between cam pus social con text and stu dent out comes 

9 See Figure A1 in the online appen dix for the rela tion ship between cam pus social con text and other col
lege char ac ter is tics, includ ing col lege admis sion selec tiv ity, dorm capac ity, geo graphic spread, per cent age 
of under rep re sented minor i ties, col lege rev e nues, and tuition.
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varies by stu dent back ground by adding inter ac tion terms between stu dent socio eco
nomic back ground and cam pus social con text. The inter ac tion terms in both mod els 
are small and have large stan dard errors, indi cat ing that the asso ci a tion between cam
pus social con text and degree attain ment does not vary sig nifi  cantly across socio eco
nomic back grounds (although the slope may vary by the value of the pre dic tors).10

The rela tion ship between social con text and stu dent out comes is clearly cap tured 
in Figures 2, which graph the adjusted predicted prob a bil ity of earning a bach e lor’s 
degree, an asso ci ate’s degree or lower, or no degree as a func tion of cam pus social 
con text dec ile rank, by stu dent SES (based on Model 4). The pre dic tions are adjusted 
to reflect the demo graph ics, aca demic prep a ra tion, atti tudes, and col lege char ac ter is
tics of the aver age stu dent at each social stra tum. Thus, the graph reflects the changes 
in each out come prob a bil ity asso ci ated with changes in cam pus social con text, leav
ing every thing else unchanged.

The results are strik ing: among stu dents attend ing fouryear col le ges (Figure 2, 
panel a), higher cam pus social con text dec ile is asso ci ated with a sig nifi  cantly higher 
like li hood of earning a bach e lor’s degree and a lower like li hood of leav ing col
lege with out a degree. Consider, for exam ple, two obser va tion ally sim i lar lowSES 
stu dents who attend col le ges at the low est and highest social con text dec iles. The 
expected prob a bil ity of bach e lor’s degree attain ment for lowSES stu dents at col le
ges with the highest social con text dec iles is 49% higher than that of obser va tion ally 
sim i lar lowSES stu dents at col le ges with the low est social con text dec iles (.59 vs. 
.40, respec tively). Among midSES stu dents, the slope is even steeper, with a 56% 
dif fer ence in the predicted prob a bil ity of bach e lor’s degree attain ment of obser va tion
ally sim i lar stu dents at col le ges ranked at the highest and low est dec iles (.70 vs. .45). 
Among highSES stu dents, the change is more mod er ate, with the expected prob a
bil ity of bach e lor’s degree attain ment chang ing by 24% between col le ges ranked at 
the highest and low est dec iles (.81 vs. .65). The like li hood of earning an asso ci ate’s 
degree or lower, how ever, varies only slightly with social con text.

The adjusted slopes for cam pus social con text are less steep among stu dents attend
ing twoyear col le ges (Figure 2, panel b). Among obser va tion ally sim i lar midSES 
stu dents, for exam ple, the prob a bil ity of leav ing col lege with out a degree decreases 
by 23% (from .52 to .38) between those attend ing col le ges ranked at the low est and 
highest social con text dec iles, all  else being equal.

Three main find ings emerg ing from these ana ly ses reveal that dif fer ences in social 
con text are highly con se quen tial for inequal ity in stu dent out comes. First, the social 
con text that stu dents encoun ter is a strong pre dic tor of their aca demic out comes, espe
cially among those attend ing fouryear col le ges, even after var i a tion in stu dent aca
demic prep a ra tion, dis po si tions, aspi ra tions, and col lege char ac ter is tics are accounted 
for. The effect of social con text is sub stan tially smaller at twoyear col le ges. This 
find ing is expected given the rel a tive homo ge ne ity in the social back grounds of stu
dents who attend twoyear col le ges, resulting in sub stan tially smaller var i a tion in 
social con texts (see Table 1 and Figure 1). Second, the col lege social con text influ
ences the aca demic out comes of stu dents from all  socio eco nomic back grounds sim

10 In sen si tiv ity ana ly ses (shown in Table A2, online appen dix), I adjusted for whether the col lege had dor
mi to ries, the cost of tuition and fees, and the share of under rep re sented minor i ties on cam pus. The results 
were sim i lar.
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1057Socioeconomic Segregation, Campus Context, and College Degree

i larly, although the mag ni tude of the effect varies slightly because of dif fer ences in 
the char ac ter is tics of these pop u la tions (with slightly steeper slopes among mid and 
lowSES stu dents). Finally, the grad u a tion rates of all  stu dents ben e fit from attend ing 
col le ges with higher con cen tra tions of eco nomic advan tages.

Sensitivity Analyses

To eval u ate the robust ness of these results, I con sider two alter na tive expla na tions 
for the asso ci a tion between col lege social con text and stu dent out comes depicted in 
Figure 2, panel a. First, the effect of cam pus social con text on stu dent out comes may 
be driven by indi vid uallevel fac tors that are unac counted for in the mod els, such as 
IQ and non cog ni tive skills, given that some disparities in the selec tion of stu dents 
into social con texts remain sig nifi  cant net of the com pre hen sive set of pre dic tors used 
in the ana ly ses and listed in Table 2. Although no avail  able sta tis ti cal method can 
fully rule out this pos si bil ity, the prob a bil ity that omit ted var i ables would com pletely 
alter the results is lower given the likely cor re la tion between the detailed mea sured 
char ac ter is tics in the mod els (e.g., stu dents’ aspi ra tions, com mit ment, and aca demic 
achieve ments) and unmea sured qual i ties, such as non cog ni tive skills or IQ. Further, 
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a. Four-year colleges

0

.1

.2

.3

.4

.5

.6

.7

.8

Pr
ob

ab
ili

ty

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Campus Social Context Decile

 Low-SES Students 

0

.1

.2

.3

.4

.5

.6

.7

.8

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Campus Social Context Decile

 Mid-SES Students 

0

.1

.2

.3

.4

.5

.6

.7

.8

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Campus Social Context Decile

 High-SES Students 

b. Two-year colleges

Bachelor’s degree Associate’s degree or lower No degree

Fig. 2 Predicted college outcomes of students at fouryear colleges (panel a) and twoyear colleges (panel b), 
adjusted for individuallevel factors and college characteristics. The graphs are based on multinomial mod
els predicting student outcomes. See the text for a full explanation. Sources: ELS 2002–2012 and College 
Scorecard data.
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1058 D. Gelbgiser

because the com pre hen sive fac tors included in the model account for 83% of the 
socio eco nomic dif fer ences in social con text, it is unlikely that these unmea sured fac
tors would sig nifi  cantly alter the results reported here.

A var i ant of this expla na tion is that the effect of social con text is driven by unmea
sured orga ni za tional char ac ter is tics, such as unmet needs or fac ultystu dent engage
ment pro grams. Although this is a pos si bil ity, it is not at odds with the pre vi ously 
presented inter pre ta tions for two rea sons. First, some unmea sured orga ni za tional 
prac tices, such as spe cial social pro grams on cam pus, are endog e nous to the effect 
of cam pus social con text. Netting out these fac tors will artificially mit i gate the effect 
of social con text. Second, although some unmea sured orga ni za tional char ac ter is tics 
are exog e nous, they are likely to be cor re lated with the com pre hen sive set of orga
ni za tional pre dic tors included in the mod els. Indeed, the results in Table A2 (online 
appen dix) show that the effect of social con text main tains mag ni tude and sta tis ti
cal sig nifi  cance even when addi tional orga ni za tional fac tors—such as tuition and 
fees, dor mi tory capac ity, and the share of under rep re sented minor i ties in the stu dent 
body—are accounted for.

A sec ond alter na tive expla na tion for these results is that the effect of cam pus 
social con text is het ero ge neous across fac tors asso ci ated with how stu dents select 
them selves into social con texts, also known as neg a tive or pos i tive selec tion. For 
exam ple, if the stu dents most likely to enter col le ges with a higher con cen tra tion of 
socio eco nomic dis ad van tage are also the most vul ner a ble to their social con text, the 
effect of cam pus social con text on stu dent out comes will be upwardly biased. Recent 
meth od o log i cal devel op ments offer sophis ti cated meth ods to assess het ero ge ne ity in 
the treat ment effect when obser va tional data are used, but most are designed to eval u
ate dif fer ences between clearly defined and dis tinct causal states and are less suit able 
for eval u at ing the disparities between con tin u ous rel a tive mea sure ments, such as the 
mea sure ment of social con text devel oped here.

With this caveat in mind, I used a weighted regres sion tech nique to assess het ero
ge ne ity in the effect of attend ing a col lege ranked at the bot tom and top 20% of social 
con text dis tri bu tion on the like li hood of earning a bach e lor’s degree among stu dents 
at fouryear col le ges (Mor gan and Winship 2014: chapter 7). This tech nique offers a 
straight for ward method to bal ance the observed char ac ter is tics of the treat ment and 
con trol sam ples with weights. I eval u ated the effect of each cam pus con text twice: (1) 
among stu dents who were obser va tion ally sim i lar to those attend ing a col lege ranked 
at the bot tom or top 20% of the social con text dis tri bu tion, which can be interpreted 
as the aver age treat ment effect for the treated (ATT); and (2) among stu dents who 
were obser va tion ally sim i lar to those who did not attend such a col lege, which can be 
interpreted as the aver age treat ment effect for the untreated (ATU).

The results of these ana ly ses, presented in Table 5, are incon sis tent with the neg
a tive selec tion hypoth e sis: in both cases, the esti mated ATU is sim i lar in mag ni tude 
and even slightly higher than the ATT, indi cat ing that het ero ge ne ity in the effect of 
attend ing a col lege at the bot tom or top 20% of the social con text dis tri bu tion is not 
asso ci ated with stu dent selec tion into col le ges. The larger effect of the top 20% of 
col le ges on stu dents who are obser va tion ally sim i lar to stu dents who did not attend 
these col le ges sug gests that the effect depicted in panel a of Figure 2 may be slightly 
underestimated. Additional non para met ric smooth ingdifferencing mod els devel oped 
by Xie et al. (2012) yielded sim i lar results (not shown here).
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These results, together with the results shown in Table 4 and panel a of Figure 2, 
pro vide com pel ling evi dence that cam pus social con text is a dis tinct and con se quen
tial pre dic tor of stu dent out comes.11

Discussion and Conclusions

The past decades have been marked by a mas sive expan sion of higher edu ca tion and 
grow ing diver sity in col lege stu dents’ socio eco nomic back grounds. Yet, far from the 
ide als of social inte gra tion implied by the notion of  “col lege for all ,” stu dents from dif
fer ent social back grounds occupy sep a rate spaces in higher edu ca tion. Socioeconomic 

11 Another straight for ward robust ness check for the effect of cam pus social con text is to assess its effect 
on stu dents’ edu ca tional aspi ra tions for a bach e lor’s degree—a strong pre dic tor of stu dent like li hoods of 
degree attain ment—for which con sis tent mea sure ments are avail  able before col lege entrance (in 2004) and 
after col lege enroll ment (in 2006). I esti mated a model predicting bach e lor’s degree aspi ra tions in 2006 for 
the sub set of stu dents who in 2004, while still in high school, aspired to earn a bach e lor’s degree and went 
on to attend a fouryear col lege by 2005 (N = 4,830), adjusting for the com pre hen sive set of indi vid ual and 
orga ni za tional fac tors described in Table 2. Figure A2 in the online appen dix graphs the esti mated adjusted 
prob a bil ity of maintaining bach e lor’s degree aspi ra tions in 2006 by cam pus social con text and stu dent 
socio eco nomic back ground obtained from this model. The results are con sis tent with those for bach e lor’s 
degree attain ment presented in Figure 2: for all  stu dents, col lege social con text is pos i tively asso ci ated with 
the prob a bil ity of maintaining bach e lor’s degree aspi ra tions one to two years after col lege enroll ment, even 
net of other indi vid ual and orga ni za tional fac tors.

Table 5 Coefficients for attend ing col le ges ranked at the bot tom and top 20% of col lege social con text 
from a weighted logit regres sion predicting bach e lor’s degree attain ment among stu dents at fouryear 
col le ges: Estimated aver age treat ment effect for the treated (ATT) and esti mated aver age treat ment effect 
for the untreated (ATU)

ATT ATU

B SE B SE

A. College Ranked at the Bottom 20% of the Campus Social Context Distribution (N = 5,020)
 Model 1: Campus social con text only −0.47** .12 −0.64** .17
 Model 2: Model 1 + indi vid uallevel fac tors −0.56** .12 −0.64** .16
 Model 3: Model 2 + col lege char ac ter is tics −0.56** .14 −0.55** .19
B. College Ranked at the Top 20% of the Campus Social Context Distribution (N = 5,130)
 Model 1: Campus social con text only 0.23** .08 0.47** .12
 Model 2: Model 1 + indi vid uallevel fac tors 0.26** .08 0.55** .11
 Model 3: Model 2 + col lege char ac ter is tics 0.16 .10 0.44** .12

Notes: Robust stan dard errors are reported. Models are esti mated for stu dents at the region of com mon sup
port only. Collegelevel fac tors are included only as pre dic tors in the mod els, but they are not part of the 
pro pen sity weight esti ma tions. The ATT and ATU weights improved the bal ance sub stan tially: a diag nos tic 
rou tine (Mor gan and Todd 2008) showed that the mean abso lute dif fer ence of the mean decreased from 
0.358 to 0.032 and 0.061 with the ATT weights and ATU weights, respec tively, for panel A, and from 0.315 
to 0.035 and 0.056 in panel B. Similarly, the mean abso lute dif fer ence for the stan dard devi a tion decreased 
from 0.099 to 0.024 and 0.028 with the ATT and ATU weights, respec tively, in panel A, and from 0.189 to 
0.019 and 0.029 in panel B.

Sources: ELS 2002–2012 and College Scorecard data.

**p < .01
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seg re ga tion across col le ges is prev a lent and per va sive. In the aggre gate, ongo ing seg
re ga tion cul ti vates and rein forces dis tinct social envi ron ments in higher edu ca tion. 
Students from dif fer ent back grounds encoun ter sub stan tially dif fer ent social con texts 
on cam pus, even when they have sim i lar aca demic prep a ra tion, atti tudes, and aspi ra
tions and attend col le ges with sim i lar admis sion prac tices and char ac ter is tics.

Using infor ma tion on the edu ca tional tra jec to ries of a nation ally rep re sen ta tive 
cohort of Amer i can high school stu dents who entered col lege in the mid2000s and 
infor ma tion on the social con text of all  accredited col le ges in the United States, this 
study is the first to assess the extent of socio eco nomic disparities in the social con
text that stu dents encoun ter on cam pus and the impli ca tions of such disparities for 
inequal ity in degree attain ment. I find that disparities in cam pus social con text are 
sub stan tial, espe cially among stu dents attend ing fouryear col le ges, and are con se
quen tial for inequal ity in stu dent out comes. As the con cen tra tion of eco nomic advan
tages on cam pus increases, all  stu dents are more likely to obtain a bach e lor’s degree 
and are sub stan tially less likely to drop out, even net of their aca demic prep a ra tion, 
aspi ra tions, and atti tudes and the orga ni za tional char ac ter is tics of their col lege. Sen
sitivity ana ly ses show that social con text is also cor re lated with the prob a bil ity of 
maintaining aspi ra tions for bach e lor’s degree attain ment two years after col lege (see 
Figure A2, online appen dix). Although the effect of social con text does not sig nifi 
cantly vary across stu dents, it is most det ri men tal for lowSES stu dents, who are con
cen trated in col le ges char ac ter ized by eco nomic dis ad van tage, and is most ben e fi cial 
for highSES stu dents, who are con cen trated at col le ges char ac ter ized by eco nomic 
advan tages. It appears that by pro vid ing dif fer en tial oppor tu ni ties for aca demic suc
cess, socio eco nomic seg re ga tion across col le ges acts as a hid den mech a nism for 
cumu la tive dis ad van tage that exac er bates socio eco nomic inequal ity in degree attain
ment (DiPrete and Eirich 2006).

These find ings high light the need for strat i fi ca tion the o ries to con sider sys tem atic 
dif fer ences on the meso level—the spe cific social con text that stu dents from dif fer ent 
back grounds encoun ter in higher edu ca tion, along with other wellstud ied orga ni za
tional and indi vid ual char ac ter is tics, such as col lege admis sion prac tices, col lege sec
tor, and indi vid u als’ aca demic back grounds. Indeed, a sub stan tial body of evi dence 
shows that social ties in higher edu ca tion trans mit tacit knowl edge about aca de mia 
and the labor mar ket, expose stu dents to vary ing per spec tives and career options, and 
help them shape and refine their edu ca tional and occu pa tional aspi ra tions (Armstrong 
and Hamilton 2013; Binder et al. 2016; Bourdieu 1984, 1986; Jack 2019; Walpole 
2003). This study expands our knowl edge by dem on strat ing that sys tem atic dispari
ties in cam pus social con text are an impor tant con trib u tor to inequal ity in aca demic 
out comes and require fur ther atten tion.

Although the inter ac tions that facil i tate the asso ci a tion between social con text and 
stu dent aca demic out comes can not be observed in the data, the find ings are con sis
tent with the o ries that high light net work effects, such as social learn ing of behav
iors that are rewarded in aca de mia (e.g., Bourdieu 1986; Tinto 1987) and the extent 
of nor ma tive pres sures to obtain a degree (e.g., Harding 2011). According to these 
the o ries, col lege social envi ron ments cre ate and rein force norms and expec ta tions 
that influ ence stu dents’ actions, behav iors, aspi ra tions, and out comes. Norms and 
expec ta tions may trans late into social and insti tu tional arrange ments that impact the 
degree attain ment of all  stu dents (Binder et al. 2016; Kerckhoff 1995; Stevens 2009). 
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Although socio eco nomic back ground con tin ues to shape stu dents’ path ways within 
col lege (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013; Jack 2016), the sim i lar ity in the effect of 
cam pus social con text on all  stu dents’ out comes is indic a tive of the strength and 
impor tance of the social envi ron ment on cam pus, even for stu dents with sub stan tially 
more resources and priv i le ges.

Future research should unpack the mech a nisms that facil i tate pos i tive social expe
ri ences that are con du cive to the aca demic suc cess of stu dents from dif fer ent back
grounds. Examining whether and how addi tional aca demic out comes—such as GPA 
and time to degree attain ment—are influ enced by social con text, as well as whether 
the effects of social con text vary by stu dent eth nic ity and race, may pro vide a deeper 
under stand ing of the effect of cam pus social con text. Given that socio eco nomic 
inequal ity varies by race/eth nic ity in the United States, cam pus social con text may 
exac er bate racial/eth nic inequal ity in degree attain ment in dis tinct ways. Researching 
these issues can help policymakers design focused and effec tive inter ven tions that 
may sub stan tially reduce disparities, par tic u larly at fouryear col le ges. Increasing the 
nor ma tive pres sures to obtain a degree by com mu ni cat ing con sis tent aca demic goals 
or by pro vid ing stu dents with explicit strat e gies for effec tive learn ing and engage
ment with fac ulty, for exam ple, may go a long way to mit i gate disparities in stu dent 
out comes related to cam pus social con text. ■
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