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4Background

The Communities Foundation of Texas 
(CFT) is interested in exploring ways to 
extend the capacity and reach of school 
counselors in helping young people 
transition to post–high school education. 

To that end, CFT partnered with the American 
Institutes for Research® (AIR®) in March 2021 to 
investigate (a) the current usefulness of the Future 
Focused TX platform  to counselors in North Texas 
and (b) the potential use of the Future Focused 
TX platform and resources in out-of-school time 
(OST) programs in North Texas. 

In response to interest expressed by CFT in 
March 2022, AIR expanded the scope of its work 
to quickly identify and interview high school 
juniors and seniors before school ended. The 
goal of these interviews was to gain insights 
directly from North Texas students on who and 
what influenced their post–high school plans 
and decision making. This brief provides an 
overview of the AIR approach and findings.
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Recruitment: As part of its original scope of 
work with CFT, AIR surveyed 49 OST program 
directors whose programs worked with high 
school juniors and seniors in the North Texas 
Dallas–Fort Worth area.2 These programs had 
a variety of focus areas; the top three primary 
focus areas were leadership (35%), mentoring 
(28%), and academic support (27%). For this 
supplemental brief focusing on student voice, 
AIR reached out again to the OST program 
directors for their help in identifying high school 
juniors and seniors willing to be interviewed 
about their experiences in making post–high 
school plans. To facilitate recruitment, AIR 
provided OST program directors with an email 
template invitation to send directly to their 
students. This invitation email included a link to 
an online form, on which students could provide 
their contact information and select an interview 
session time slot that worked best for them. 
As an incentive for participation, AIR offered 
students a $20 electronic Amazon gift card upon 
completion of the interview. AIR staff connected 
directly with students to facilitate 15-minute 
virtual interviews.

Participants: With the help of the OST 
programs, AIR interviewed 20 high school 
students, nine of whom said that they would 
be first-generation college students. The 12 
seniors who participated stated that they had 
committed to their plans to attend college. 
All seniors had either already graduated from 
high school or were set to graduate in the 
weeks ahead and were going to enroll in a 
postsecondary institution in fall 2022. Nine of 
the graduating seniors would be enrolling in a 
college in Texas; one student would be enrolling 
in an institution in California, another in Florida, 
and another in Maryland. The eight juniors who 
participated shared that they were planning to 
attend college after their graduation from high 
school.3  

Approach

1 The Future Focused Texas (Future Focused TX) campaign is a collective initiative focused on providing free digital content for counselors to share with 
students to support their transition to life after high school. Launched in 2020 during COVID-19-related school closures, Future Focused TX provides free 
digital content for counselors to share with students.

2 For more on what we found, see our report Helping Students Navigate the Transition to Life After High School: Insights From Counselors and Out-of-
School Time Staff in Texas.

3 Though all participants were already committed to (or planning to attend) college in the future, having college plans was not an interview requirement.

AIR RECRUITED STUDENTS FROM 
OST PROGRAMS WITH A VARIETY OF 
FOCUS AREAS

LEADERSHIP 

35%
MENTORING 

28%
ACADEMIC SUPPORT 

27%
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Interviews and analysis: AIR received 
Institutional Review Board approval to 
conduct the interviews with high school 
students as an addendum to the original 
project scope. Prior to the interview 
sessions, AIR provided students with 
informed consent forms for their review and 
understanding of the project and their rights 
as participants. Before being interviewed, 
participants gave verbal informed consent to 
participate in the study and for the interview 
to be recorded. AIR conducted 15-minute 
virtual interviews with each participant 
between late May 2022 and early June 
2022. In these interviews, AIR followed an 
interview protocol designed to learn more 
about students’ plans after high school, as 
well as the factors, influences, and resources 
that affected their decision-making 
process. AIR recorded, transcribed, coded, 
and analyzed all interviews, using NVivo. 
Following the interview session, AIR emailed 
participants a redemption code for the $20 
electronic Amazon gift card and participants 
were thanked for their time.
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In the interview sessions, AIR asked students 
to share their plans for after high school, and 
the factors and influences on their decision-
making process. The findings from the 
interview data are organized into three main 
sections addressing the following: 

1. who and what influenced students’  
post–high school plans, 

2. how students engage with post–high 
school resources, and 

3. what students want as they make their 
post–high school plans.
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Who and what influenced 
students’ post–high school plans? 

To learn more about the influences on 
students’ decision-making and planning 
processes for their lives after graduation from 
high school, AIR asked students to share with 
whom they discussed their decision and plans, 
who was most helpful to them in making their 
decision, and who was most influential in their 
plans. Students identified parents, school 
counselors, and college access program staff 
as the most influential people in the decision-
making process. In addition to identifying the 
people who influenced their plans, students 
shared the main factors they considered when 
making decisions about their plans for after 
high school. Students identified both finances 
and personal interests as the most important 
factors affecting their plans. The following 
sections give more details on what we learned 
about who and what influenced plans. 
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WHO INFLUENCED PLANS  

Parents. Most participants noted parents as 
the most influential person/people in their 
post–high school plans. That said, the ways 
parents shaped post–high school plans differed 
by parental education. Students with parents 
who did not attend college (or did not attend 
college in the United States) indicated that their 
parents influenced their decision to go to college, 
providing encouragement, motivation, and praise. 
One student who would be the first in their family 
to go to college shared that “[My mother is] a 
first-generation immigrant. And ever since I was 
small, she always emphasized ‘you should get an 
education so that you can have a good career, 
because [you] can lose everything, but no one 
can ever take away your education.’” Students 
with one (or more) parents who had attended 
college in the United States shared that attending 
college after high school was an expectation and 
that their college-educated parents provided 
more specific support in the steps that flowed 
from that decision, like help in creating lists 
of where to apply, visiting college campuses, 
and thinking about a major field of study. For 
instance, one student said, “My parents did a lot 
of research for me, like they were really hands 
on with finding a lot of colleges that I might not 
have found myself . . . to try to apply to.” 

School Counselors. Although not as influential 
as parents in the decision to attend college 
after high school, many student participants 
noted school counselors as among the most 
helpful people in supporting the execution of 
plans for after high school. More specifically, for 
students who had already decided on attending 
college in the future, school counselors were 
helpful in providing instrumental guidance 
on preparing for and completing college 
applications. School counselors often helped 
students understand the components needed 
for college applications (including standardized 
test scores and letters of recommendation), 
as well as providing support in understanding 
the Free Application for Federal Student Aid 
(FAFSA) and financial aspects of college. 
Students shared that school counselors were 
also influential in students’ processes for 
developing their college application lists, and 
in considering and selecting their major fields 
of study. While school counselors were able to 
provide key deadlines for and information on 
executing plans to attend college, they were 
not identified by students as influential in their 
decision to attend college. 

“[My mother is] a first-generation immigrant. And 
ever since I was small, she always emphasized ‘you 

should get an education so that you can have a good 
career, because [you] can lose everything, but no one 

can ever take away your education.’” 
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College Access Program Staff. Because of high 
student-to-counselor ratios, school counselors 
may not have the capacity to provide early 
encouragement, motivation, and support for 
the decision to attend college, particularly for 
students who would be the first in their family 
to go to college. Participants who identified that 
they would be first-generation college students 
mentioned staff in their college-access program4  
as influential people in their decision-making 
process. One student said, “[My Upward Bound 
coordinator] was very helpful to me. I’ve known 
him since the summer before I started freshman 
year, so he was there the whole four years [of high 
school]. He saw me grow up. He saw the work I 
put in. And he himself was first-generation. [The 
personal experiences he shared] influenced how 
I wanted to come out of high school.” In addition 
to their role in influencing first-generation college 
students’ decision to attend college, college 
access program staff also provided broad support 
for many students in early high school or middle 

school. Such supports included academic and 
career advising, information about college, and 
guidance through the college application process. 
Some students who would be the first in their 
family to attend college shared that the college 
access program staff were often more helpful to 
them than their school counselors because of 
the opportunities that most of the college access 
programs offered for one-on-one, personalized 
advising, as well as group sessions and workshops. 
One student respondent described the impact 
the college access program staff had on their 
experience: “I was never alone. Never. And that’s 
throughout my academic journey that they 
[college access program staff] were over there 
to help me out with homework and stuff that 
could help me as well.” Two student participants 
identified the staff in their college access 
programs as having the greatest influence on 
their decision to attend college, with those staff 
encouraging these students early on to consider 
preparing for and applying to college.

“I was never alone. Never. And that’s 
throughout my academic journey that 

they [college access program staff] were 
over there to help me out with homework 

and stuff that could help me as well.”

4 Although not all students shared the name of their college access program, most first-generation college students who were interviewed mentioned being a part 
of Upward Bound. Two students shared they were a part of the Eagle Scholars program, a student support program beginning in middle school to support students 
on a path to postsecondary education.
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WHAT INFLUENCED PLANS  

Finances. Most students identified finances as a 
key decision-making factor in the colleges that 
they considered applying to and the college 
they selected (or planned to consider in the 
future) for enrollment.  One student respondent 
stated, “Finances were always a big part of that 
decision-making process. I always knew the only 
way I would attend is if I were to get a full-ride 
scholarship.” Students considered the cost of 
college and the potential to carry student loan 
debt, which drove their decision-making: “I don’t 
want to have any college debt. I don’t want to 
have to worry about money or anything like that 
too much. Even if they sent me [to my dream 
college], but I have to pay a lot, I’m not going 
there.” For a few students interviewed, receiving 
full scholarships or full financial aid was the 
reason that they ultimately decided to attend 
college, and without financial support, they might 
not have pursued postsecondary education. 
Finances also affected students’ consideration of 
career paths and future fields of study in college. 
Two students mentioned as a factor in their 
decision to go to college their desire to have 
greater future earnings in a career that required a 
college degree.

Personal Interest. Most students described 
their personal interests, passions, and goals as a 
driving factor in their decision to go to college, 
their field of study, the colleges they applied 
to (or planned to apply to), and ultimately the 
college they selected to attend. For example, 
two students said that they had been interested 
in the medical field from a young age and 
had goals of attending college to continue a 
career in the medical field (as a doctor or in the 
biomedical industry). These interests influenced 
both the colleges that they considered, 
because of the degree programs the colleges 
offered, and the major they planned to select 
at their college of choice. One student who 
identified that they would be a first-generation 
college student stated that he had always been 
interested in “playing with technology and 
building stuff.” His personal interest in these 
areas influenced his consideration of a future 
career in engineering, and he planned to align 
his college and major with that career goal.

“I don’t want to have any college debt. 
I don’t want to have to worry about 

money or anything like that too much.” 

5 This is aligned with findings from the previous report by AIR, with counselors reporting that FAFSA and scholarships were the resources that students 
requested most often.
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SOURCES OF INFORMATION 

Family and friends. Parents, siblings, friends, 
and other relatives served as one source 
of information for many of the student 
respondents. Many students said that family and 
friends shared information on planning for life 
after high school according to their firsthand 
experiences and/or information they found 
online. Students with parents who had attended 
college were more likely than those without 
college-educated parents to receive information 
from parents on firsthand experiences.

Schools. School counselors provided 
information to students at school through 
individual advising sessions or in-class 
presentations. Some student respondents 
attended college prep classes, workshops, 
and college fairs offered in school, and these 
provided an additional source of information 
on planning for life after high school. Of the 20 
students interviewed, four students recalled 
content from Future Focused TX. All four had 
been introduced to Future Focused TX materials 
by their respective school counselors via email 
or another format.  

College access programs. College access 
programs were a primary source of information 
from those student respondents who identified 
that they would be first-generation college 
students. From as early as middle school or 
the year prior to high school, college access 
programs served as source of information for 
students throughout the college application 
process. The programs provided information 
through information sessions and workshops, 
as well as through personalized one-on-one 
advising.

How do students engage  
with post–high school planning 
resources? 

During the interviews, students discussed 

the resources related to planning for life 

after high school that they had received 

and explored. Students noted that post–

high school planning resources covered a 

wide range of topics, including the college 

application process, financial aid/FAFSA, 

scholarship opportunities, career options/

paths, tips for interviewing and internships, 

and guidance in preparing for college. 

Students also discussed the sources of the 

information they received and the ways in 

which they received it. Both aspects are 

described in more detail below.

6 These four student participants had varying levels of engagement with 
the Future Focused TX materials. Two used the resources to help narrow 
down their list of colleges. One recognized the websites and referred 
to the resources once or twice. One student relied on the resources 
regularly in preparing to apply for college and planned to use additional 
resources during the summer before starting college.



DISSEMINATION OF INFORMATION 

Email. Student respondents indicated that 
receiving emails from school counselors, 
college access program staff, and/or college 
representatives was the most helpful format 
for receiving essential information about 
planning for college. Students relied on email 
as the format for information on upcoming 
deadlines and key steps in the planning 
process. Email format made it helpful for 
students to flag, save, or print information to 
refer to later.
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Social media and websites. Student 
respondents also noted consuming information 
through social media accounts (of specific 
colleges of interest and from their peers), as 
well as from websites shared by counselors, 
relatives, and/or peers. Some popular websites 
students explored include the College Board, 
U.S. News & World Report, www.scoir.com, and 
www.niche.com.

https://www.collegeboard.org
https://www.usnews.com
http://www.scoir.com
http://www.niche.com


What do students want as they 
make their post–high school plans? 

In addition to inquiring about the resources, 
information, and supports that were most 
helpful to students in planning for life after high 
school, we asked them about what resources or 
supports would have been helpful in navigating 
any challenges in the process. Despite exposure 
to a wide range of content on post–high school 
planning disseminated from multiple sources, 
many students shared that they wished for 
more access to mentoring and guidance from 
a counselor or other trusted adult. One student 

explained, “What would have been helpful is to 
have a mentor, like somebody who you know 
who’s already done this stuff, who can guide 
you through it.” Some students wished for 
earlier planning and preparation for the college 
application process, as well as more integrated 
support within their schools, comparable to 
support received from college access programs. 
This finding aligns with previous findings from 
our data collections with school counselors and 
OST program staff. School counselors reported 
having large caseloads of students, making 
one-on-one counseling difficult. Both counselors 
and OST program staff recommended resources 
targeting students earlier in high school to 
kickstart their post–high school planning process.

14



Conclusion

Summary of Findings

Parents were the most influential people in 
students’ post–high school decision-making 
process, although the impact of parents on 
students’ plans varied by parental education. 
The decision to go to college was already 
assumed for most students with college-
educated parents. Thus, the efforts of college-
educated parents tended to focus on supporting 
the execution of their children’s planning process 
by developing their college lists and discussing 
a major field of study, likely guided by parents’ 
own firsthand experiences and social networks. 
In contrast, students who identified as the first 
in their family to go to college indicated that 
their parents influenced their decision to go to 
college but that their parents struggled to help 
with the steps to follow. Instead, those who 
would be first-generation college students relied 
on college access program staff or counselors 
for guidance on and resources for making those 
college-going plans.

School counselors served as a key source of 
information and support in guiding students 
through the college application process. 
Although school counselors were not as 
influential as parents in students’ decision to 
attend college, they were identified by many 
student respondents as helpful in the execution 
of their existing plans to attend college. School 
counselors provided support through individual 
advising sessions, workshops, and distribution 
of critical information (such as upcoming 
deadlines) about the college application 
process. 

15
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Although sharing resources and information on a 
wide range of topics through multiple sources is 
helpful, all students (especially those who would 
be first-generation college students) indicated 
that they would benefit from more personalized, 
one-on-one mentoring and counseling, like that 
provided through college access programs. 

IMPLICATIONS

The findings from this supplemental study are 
based on interviews with 20 college-bound 
juniors and seniors in the state of Texas. Although 
the interviews amplified only a small portion 
of student voices, these findings emphasize 
the importance of understanding the needs of 
students. Findings also underscored the important 
but varied role families play in students’ post–
high school transitions, depending on their own 
postsecondary experience. 

As CFT continues to build its work to extend 
the reach of school counselors, we recommend 
that CFT prioritize additional opportunities to 
capture the voices of students and families. A key 
next step may be to collect additional qualitative 
data from families, especially about how best to 
disseminate post–high school planning resources 
to families and engage families more broadly in 
post–high school planning activities. 

College access programs supported many 
respondents, particularly those who identified 
that they would be first-generation college 
students. College access program staff offered 
early encouragement that influenced the students’ 
decision to attend college and provided concrete 
guidance to help make that plan a reality. First-
generation college students noted that college 
access program staff’s personalized support with 
academic, career, and college advising was often 
more helpful than the support they received from 
their high schools.

Finances were a key factor affecting students’ 
planning for life after high school. For many 
students and parents, financing higher education 
can be confusing and overwhelming to navigate 
and understand. These factors are important 
to consider and can be best supported and 
understood with the guidance of a trained mentor 
or counselor.
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