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Abstract

Students from minoritized backgrounds, who disproportionately face higher
poverty rates, are more likely to encounter risk factors, which tend to
undermine individuals’ broader well-being by compromising self-regulatory
processes. Yet, sociocultural theory highlights the presence of minoritized
families’ cultural wealth. Consistent with a focus on assets, it is notable
that college enrollment rates have increased among Black and Latino
students in the U.S. Using a mixed methods approach, the current study
integrated asset and risk frameworks, in order to advance knowledge on the
context of minoritized teens’ college preparedness, defined here as making
decisions and taking action steps toward college. Participants included low-
income, predominantly Black and Latino families with adolescents (n=344).
First, drawing from the voices of families, we examined responses to
open-ended questions about aspirations, supports, and challenges. Salient
themes included social-emotional and social-cultural factors. Indicators of
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cumulative contextual risk and cumulative individual risk were based on the
qualitative data. Second, we tested whether the linkage from cumulative
risk indices to teens’ college preparedness occurred via various dimensions
of self-regulation (i.e., lower impulsivity, more cognitive control, and
better organization skills), net of background characteristics. Adolescents’
organization skills were a significant mediator. Possible next steps for
research are discussed.
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Over the past two decades, college enrollment rates have increased among
Black and Latino students in the U.S. (Coca et al., 2017; McFarland et al.,
2019). Yet, there tends to be less educational attainment among Black and
Latino individuals compared to White individuals (Hwang & Domina, 2017),
and students from minoritized backgrounds disproportionately face higher
poverty rates (Fontenot et al., 2018). As such, they are more likely to encoun-
ter risks, which tend to undermine individuals’ broader well-being by com-
promising underlying self-regulatory processes (Blair & Raver, 2016). Still,
Humphries and Iruka (2017) would caution us against focusing on risk-
related gaps. Thus, we turn to sociocultural theory which provides a comple-
mentary perspective (Vygotsky, 1978), where groups are viewed as acquiring
meaningful, valuable knowledge and skills via everyday activities. For
instance, low-income families possess cultural wealth, such as knowledge
that conveys a sense of community, memory, and history among families
(Yosso, 2005).

The overarching goal of the current study is to integrate asset and risk
frameworks in order to advance understanding of minoritized teens’ college
preparedness, which is defined here as making decisions about college and
taking action steps toward college (e.g., college choices, entrance exams,
applications, and visits, but not high school nor remedial college coursework;
Network for College Success, 2017). These decisions include choosing
between attending a community college or 4-year institution, and these steps
include asking for help with college applications (Eccles et al., 2004). Based
on the voices of minoritized families, we seek to deepen knowledge about the
context of college preparedness. More qualitative research on aspirations and
supports may help identify additional opportunities to increase college atten-
dance among minoritized teens (Cooper, 2011).
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Sociocultural Factors Among Minoritized Families

Existing research on cultural assets, for example, suggests that we widen
definitions of parental involvement. Traditional views on parental involve-
ment are limited to parents’ engagement at school, although minoritized par-
ents are more likely to partake in home-based engagement (Cooper, 2011;
Suizzo et al., 2016). Broad definitions of parental involvement also include
holding high aspirations for youth; helping with financial aid applications;
and monitoring students’ progress and course selection (Gandara et al., 2006).
Such examples of parental academic socialization have shaped teens’ aca-
demic performance and post-high school plans in minoritized communities
(Cooper, 2011; Suizzo et al., 2016). Moreover, parental involvement and
monitoring is positively related to college enrollment (Hill & Wang, 2015)
and educational attainment (Benner et al., 2016). College access programs
support the many ways in which Black and Latino parents foster teens’ edu-
cational pursuits, which include financial and socioemotional support (Chlup
et al., 2018; Cooper, 2011; Gandara et al., 2006; Leonard, 2013). However,
considerably less is known about minoritized parents’ aspirations for adoles-
cents beyond education (Cooper, 2011).

Along with an eye on families’ cultural wealth, we must also acknowledge
ongoing systemic risks (Gandara et al., 2006). Minoritized families have long
demonstrated resilience in the context of inequities, which can hinder educa-
tional attainment among Black and Latino teens (Cooper, 2011; Gandara
etal., 2006; Tierney & Duncheon, 2015). Sociologists have studied how lack-
ing economic capital (e.g., financial resources), cultural capital (e.g., parents’
educational attainment), and social capital (e.g., the benefits of belonging to
particular social networks) contributes to the intergenerational transmission
of disadvantage (Bourdieu, 1986), especially for Black and Latino students
and particularly for males (Keels, 2013; Strayhorn, 2014). Certainly, there are
financial barriers to graduating from college (Gandara et al., 2006; Goldrick-
Rabetal.,2016). Educational attainment is associated with income (Goldrick-
Rab et al., 2016), as well as socioeconomic status (Diemer et al., 2020), class
(Johansson & Hdgjer, 2012), and identifying as first-generation college stu-
dents (McCarron & Inkelas, 2006). Additionally, knowledge about the col-
lege application process and relationships with college alumni can be privy to
higher income families, and thus act as gatekeepers that limit social mobility
(Cooper, 2011; Tierney & Duncheon, 2015). More specifically, students from
low-income households and those who are the first members of their families
to attend college tend to face difficulties with taking steps toward college
entry and with the decision-making process regarding college (Network for
College Success, 2017).
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Individual Characteristics and Minoritized Teens’ College
Preparedness

Having described the sociocultural context for college preparedness, we next
turn to the role of individual factors. In the existing literature on the education
of Black and Latino adolescents, some scholars have veered away from view-
ing families as being either collectivistically or individualistically oriented,
and from describing relatedness versus autonomy as being important for
teens (Cooper, 2011; Isik et al., 2018; Suizzo et al., 2016). Rather, elements
of collectivism and relatedness coexist with aspects of individualism and
autonomy as Black and Latino adolescents pursue their post-high school
plans. This dual focus is congruent with both theory and empirical evidence
in the field of developmental psychology. Arnold et al.’s (2012) ecological
framework for college readiness focuses on the role of contextual and indi-
vidual factors. The framework largely centers on the multiple contexts (e.g.,
family, community, racism) in which Black and Latino students’ college pur-
suits are embedded, but also recognizes the contributions of students’ indi-
vidual characteristics. Thus, in addition to investigating social, cultural, and
financial factors, the current study examines how minoritized teens’ individ-
ual characteristics shape their college preparedness.

Conley’s (2010) model of college readiness centers on four “keys” for
teens to master: (1) transition awareness, (2) content knowledge, (3) learning
skills, and (4) cognitive strategies. With Black and Latino teens being more
likely to attend under-resourced schools, it can be difficult to obtain these
“keys.” Although many educators have improved the “transition awareness”
of students by creating a college-going culture in high schools, getting pre-
pared for college may be especially challenging in the context of socioeco-
nomic disadvantage (Gandara et al., 2006; Knight & Marciano, 2013). Due to
systemic and institutional inequities, for example, minoritized students tend
to have fewer opportunities to take advanced courses and thus acquire con-
tent knowledge (Gandara et al., 2006). However, autonomous motivation,
goal-setting, identity, and learning skills such as self-efficacy have helped
minoritized adolescents succeed despite facing disadvantages (Isik et al.,
2018; Suizzo et al., 2016). Indeed, past studies convey that college readiness
involves content knowledge and academic skills (e.g., math, writing) as well
as factors outside of subject-specific domains (e.g., social skills, goal setting;
Farrington et al., 2012; Nagaoka et al., 2013; Network for College Success,
2017). However, we lack knowledge on how various types of individual fac-
tors jointly shape the steps adolescents take toward college and their decision
making about college.
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Self-regulation is a key factor outside of subject-specific domains that has
received considerable attention in the developmental literature over the last
two decades. We define self-regulation as a multi-dimensional construct that
includes lower impulsivity and better executive functioning (EF; Nigg,
2017). More specifically, we view self-regulation in terms of impulsivity,
cognitive control, and organization skills. Scholars have characterized teens’
self-regulation in terms of a “maturational imbalance” between “impulsive”
and “executive” systems (Steinberg & Chein, 2015). Nigg views impulsivity
as a non-reflective action that involves both bottom-up processes (e.g., spon-
taneous reactions to desirable situations) and top-down processes (e.g., dif-
ficulty with substituting one response for another). Teens’ impulsivity
undergoes the rapid development of affective processing systems, where they
gravitate toward rewards and novelty as they learn to anticipate and evaluate
incentives (Steinberg & Chein, 2015).

In contrast to impulsivity, Nigg (2017) conceptualizes executive func-
tion as solely consisting of top-down processes. During small windows of
time (e.g., minutes), we draw upon cognitive control (e.g., short-term
memory and focused attention), but during longer periods of time (e.g.,
hours or longer), we use organizational skills (e.g., planning). Both execu-
tive function and impulsivity undergo change during adolescence and
adulthood, with cognitive-control systems maturing well into adulthood
(i.e., 30s), and incentive-processing systems becoming less easily aroused
during late adolescence and early adulthood (Steinberg & Chein, 2015). In
the words of Conley’s (2010) framework, cognitive strategies include
organizational skills, and learning skills involve persistence, which refers
to resisting immediate rewards.

Greater self-regulatory competence during early childhood has pre-
dicted more educational attainment (i.e., college graduation by age 25;
McClelland et al., 2013). Furthermore, past studies have noted that greater
academic achievement during adolescence is explained by better executive
functioning (Samuels et al., 2016). In prior research, scholars have found
inattention to be more negatively linked than impulsive behavior to teens’
academic achievement (Barriga et al., 2002). Furthermore, prior research
indicates that academic behaviors (e.g., the ability to organize materials)
and academic perseverance (e.g., delayed gratification) make important
contributions to college readiness during adolescence and the transition to
adulthood (Farrington et al., 2012; Network for College Success, 2017).
Yet, we are not aware of existing research that tests the unique roles of
impulsivity, cognitive control, and organizational skills in college
preparedness.
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Cumulative Risk, Self-Regulation, and College Preparedness

Given the protective role that adolescents’ self-regulation potentially plays in
their college preparedness, it is important to investigate risk factors that may
undermine teens’ self-regulatory competence. Both poverty and poverty-
related stressors have been found to jeopardize self-regulation among youth
(Blair & Raver, 2016). A parsimonious way to capture exposure to multiple
poverty-related stressors is to use cumulative risk indices, which have been
identified as detrimental to children’s and adolescents’ well-being (Evans
et al., 2013; January et al., 2017). In particular, existing research has docu-
mented a negative relation between cumulative risk and executive function
during early childhood (e.g., Wade et al., 2018). Furthermore, domain-based
indices that group different types of cumulative risk on separate indexes (e.g.,
residential vs. parents’ psychological risk) have explained individual differ-
ences in self-regulation among young children (Evans et al., 2013; Li-Grining,
2007). This approach could help pinpoint risk factors that are particularly
detrimental during adolescence, but prior studies have not examined whether
different types of cumulative risk indexes (e.g., contextual vs. individual)
negatively predict teens’ self-regulation and college preparedness.

Furthermore, adolescents’ self-regulation could explain the link from
cumulative risk to their college preparedness. Past studies have identified
executive function as a mediator of the positive association between socio-
economic status and children’s academic achievement (Crook & Evans,
2014; Nesbitt et al., 2013). Similarly, prior research has found that the link
from socioeconomic status to teens’ higher academic achievement and lower
substance use is explained by behavioral self-control and delay discounting
(Farley & Kim-Spoon, 2017). Also, greater emotion dysregulation underlies
the positive relation between cumulative risk and adolescents’ externalizing
and internalizing behavior problems (Kliewer et al., 2017). However, to our
knowledge, such mediation models have not used a mixed methods approach
that relies on the voices of minoritized families to capture risk exposure.
Incorporating qualitative data into quantitative models could enrich our
understanding of the ways in which more cumulative risk relates to lower
college preparedness among minoritized teens. In particular, we do not know
the extent to which impulsivity, cognitive control, and organizational skills
explain the link from cumulative risk to teens’ college preparedness.

The Current Investigation

Using a mixed methods approach, the present investigation is guided by the
following aims. First, given that prior research tends to use relatively narrow
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definitions of parental involvement and parents’ aspirations for teens, we
ground our study in qualitative data to broaden understanding of the context
of college preparedness among Black and Latino adolescents. Second, we
draw on qualitative data to capture cumulative risk in our quantitative mod-
els, and we test the extent to which teens’ college preparedness is shaped by
different indexes of cumulative risk via multiple underlying self-regulatory
processes. Informed by prior research on disadvantage, self-regulation, and
education, we expected that indexes of cumulative risk (i.e., contextual vs.
individual) would be positively linked to impulsivity, but negatively associ-
ated with cognitive control and organization skills. Also, we expected that
better cognitive control and organization skills and lower impulsivity would
function as protective factors for college preparedness. Lastly, we anticipated
that cognitive control, organization skills, and impulsivity would mediate
linkages from indexes of cumulative risk to college preparedness.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Data for the current investigation were drawn from a study of 602 low-
income, predominantly Black and Latino teens and parents living in Chicago.
As preschoolers, the students participated in the Chicago School Readiness
Project, which was a mental health intervention with a classroom-based,
cluster randomized controlled trial (RCT) design that aimed to increase chil-
dren’s school readiness by targeting improvement in their self-regulation (for
details, see Raver et al., 2011). The intervention was carried out using two
cohorts, with one participating in the 2004 to 2005 academic year and the
other participating in the 2005 to 2006 school year. In 2018, a follow-up
study (n=344) was conducted with students during adolescence and their
parents.

We compared the characteristics of the 344 participants in the current
study to those who did not participate in this wave of data collection (n=258),
using data on demographic characteristics, self-regulation, and academic
skills collected at baseline. Overall, the two groups were similar. However,
the current sample was more likely to be African American (69.2% vs.
61.2%), was less likely to be Latino (23.5% vs. 31.4%) and from the first
cohort (53.5% vs. 62%), and had slightly higher attention/impulse control
scores (2.22 vs. 2.11).

During the follow-up study, parents rated teens’ self-regulation (i.e., cogni-
tive control, organizational skills, and impulsivity), and responded to open-
ended prompts regarding aspirations, supports, and challenges, and teens
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responded to an open-ended question regarding challenges they encountered.
Parents and teens reported on adolescents’ decisions and action steps toward
college. Parents provided information on students’ and families’ demographic
characteristics at baseline. Informed consent was acquired from all partici-
pants before they participated in the original study and was obtained in the
follow-up study. Approved by institutional review boards, the informed con-
sent process included a description of the study, its goals, voluntary participa-
tion, and confidentiality. Data from the follow-up study will be made publicly
available at the conclusion of funding from the Institute of Education Sciences.

Regarding the sample, youth were on average 16.57 (SD=0.91) years old,
44.6% were male, and 55.4% were female. In terms of race/ethnicity, 68.2%
were African American, 24.7% were Latino, and 7.1% belonged to other
racial/ethnic groups that included White, Asian, and biracial students. Most
families were headed by a single parent (68.8%), and a substantial percentage
of families lived below the poverty line (41.2%). In addition, 21.0% of moth-
ers did not hold a high school degree, and 38.3% of mothers worked less than
10 hours per week. Also, 51% of participants were in the treatment group, and
55.4% were in the first cohort. Mean scores for self-regulation were —.26
(SD=.25),—.43 (SD=.25), and .19 (SD=.20) for cognitive control, organiza-
tional skills, and impulsivity, respectively.

Measures

Open-ended questions. Parents were asked five open-ended questions, and
teens were asked one open-ended question about problems or challenges that
they faced. Prompts for parents addressed: (1) aspirations for their teens’
futures, (2) hopes for their teens’ post-high school plans in the next 5years,
(3) ways they support their teens’ post-high school plans, (4) challenges in
general, and (5) challenges with helping teens with their post-high school
plans.

Cumulative risk indexes. Following past research (Syed & Azmitia, 2008;
Syed et al., 2011), we used a transformative mixed methods design (Creswell
& Plano Clark, 2007). Themes identified in Table 6 were used to create
domain-based cumulative risk indexes. One cumulative risk index reflected
parents’ views on contextual challenges and another index captured parents’
experiences with teens’ individual risk factors. In the first step of this
approach, parents’ responses to the open-ended prompt regarding challenges
were coded into dummy variables (1 =response fit with theme, 0 =responses
did not fit with theme) based on the five themes described above. There were
two contextual themes: financial capital as well as social and cultural capital.
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In addition, there were three individual themes: academic hardship, social
and emotional challenges, and difficulty with goal-setting. Next, we summed
the contextual dummy variables in order to create a cumulative contextual
risk index, which ranged from 0 to 2. Similarly, we summed the individual
risk dummy variables in order to create a cumulative individual risk index,
which ranged from 0 to 3.

Self-regulation. We used three measures of self-regulation based on parent rat-
ings. More specifically, we conducted confirmatory factor analyses using
items from the Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function (BRIEF;
Gioia et al., 2000) and the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale Version 11 (BIS-11;
Patton et al., 1995) that were administered in the follow-up study. Reflecting
working memory and inhibitory control, the BRIEF items used a rating scale
from 1 (never) to 3 (often). The BIS-11 items (e.g., says things without think-
ing) employed a metric from 1 (rarely/never) to 4 (almost always/always).
Based on results from confirmatory factor analysis, we standardized and
aggregated items into three composites. We labeled them with terms consis-
tent with Nigg (2017), who conducted a broad review of self-regulation
research in an effort to clarify use of terms in the field. We refer to the aggre-
gates as cognitive control (8 items; o.=.92), organizational skills (5 items;
o=.84), and impulsivity (11 items; o.=.90).

College preparedness. Various aspects of college preparedness were employed
as outcomes, which included decisions and action steps toward college
enrollment. Decision-making includes the likelihood of attending different
types of higher education, choosing where to send college applications, and
making decisions on top choices for college. Action steps involve taking col-
lege exams, completing college and financial aid applications, visiting col-
leges, and talking with teachers and school counselors regarding college
applications (Conley, 2010; De La Rosa & Tierney, 2014; Gandara et al.,
2000).

More specifically, decision-making included two teen-reported items on
college plans: “I am likely to attend a 4-year college,” and “I am likely to
attend a community college,” which were answered on a four-point Likert
scale (1=not at all likely to 4=very likely). Based on parent reports, nine
items were each dummy-coded (1=yes, 0=no) and included: (a) whether
teens registered for college exams (i.e., PSAT, SAT, and/or ACT); (b) whether
teens completed college exams (i.e., PSAT, SAT, and/or ACT); (c) whether
teens asked for help from parents with college applications; (d) whether teens
completed the FAFSA form; (e) whether teens decided where to submit col-
lege applications; (f) whether teens have decided on a top choice for which
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college they would like to attend; (g) whether parents have taken their teens
on college visits; (h) whether parents have used online resources on financial
aid or the college application process; and (i) whether parents have talked
with teachers or counselors or attended seminars on the college application
process. The first six dummy variables were summed to create an index score
that reflected decisions made and action steps taken by teens, and the last
three dummy variables were added to create an index score that indicated
action steps taken by parents.

Background characteristics. Since demographic characteristics may be related
to teens’ self-regulation and college-related outcomes, we included the fol-
lowing covariates. Student age was measured in years, and gender was coded
as 1=male and O=female. Race/ethnicity included three groups: Black
(omitted), Latino, and White or other race/ethnic group. In addition, we con-
trolled for mothers’ education and employment. A dummy variable for edu-
cational risk was coded as a 1 if mothers had less than a high school diploma
or GED, but having a high school diploma or GED or more was coded as a 0.
Additionally, a dummy variable for employment risk was coded as a 1 if
mothers worked less than 10 hours per week, but coded as a 0 if they worked
10hours or more per week. Covariates also included whether households
were headed by a single parent, and whether households fell below the pov-
erty line (0=household income divided by poverty threshold is 1 or greater,
1 =household income divided by poverty threshold is below 1). In addition,
we controlled for student-reported grade point averages (GPA). Teens were
asked “How would you describe your grades in school” and chose one of the
following answers: mostly A’s, mostly B’s, mostly C’s, mostly D’s, mostly
F’s, none of these grades, and not sure. We used a 4-point GPA scale to code
letter grade answers (e.g., mostly A’s=4). Lastly, we took into account vari-
ables from the original mental health intervention during preschool. We con-
trolled for whether participants attended preschool sites that were randomly
assigned to treatment status (0=control, 1 =treatment), and whether students
participated in the first or second preschool cohort (0=second cohort, 1 =first
cohort).

Analytic Plan

We used an open-coding analytic process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to code
the qualitative data into distinct themes. When reviewing responses to the
open-ended prompt, we created a memo on concepts and codes that emerged
in our work. Next, two trained undergraduate research assistants read each
response independently and coded for themes while referring to the memo.
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We then discussed emergent themes and finalized a coding scheme by group-
ing together similar concepts. After open-coding, we conducted thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Based on the final coding scheme, another
set of two trained undergraduate research assistants individually coded all
responses with the use of NVivo 12. Participants’ responses could fit into
multiple themes. This process is regarded as the backward analytic method,
where researchers apply a coding scheme to the original responses in order to
confirm that each theme properly represented the responses.

For the quantitative analyses, we estimated mediation models using a
maximum likelihood estimation (ML) in Mplus v. 8.0 in order to investigate
the linkage from two types of cumulative risk indexes to teens’ college prepa-
ration via self-regulation. In path A, cumulative contextual risk and cumula-
tive individual risk were estimated as predictors of cognitive control,
organizational skills, and impulsivity. In path B, we tested links from cogni-
tive control, organizational skills, and impulsivity to indicators of college
preparedness. We also tested the indirect effects of cumulative risk indexes
on teens’ college preparation via self-regulation. In other words, these models
tested for the unique contributions of cumulative contextual risk, cumulative
individual risk, cognitive control, organizational skills, and impulsivity on
college preparedness. The Monte Carlo Method for Assessing Mediation
(MCMAM) was conducted using 20,000 Monte Carlo replications (Preacher
& Selig, 2012). Furthermore, each model controlled for background charac-
teristics, students’ GPA, treatment status, and cohort. In addition, we used full
information maximum likelihood estimation (FIML). Using FIML enabled
us to yield a covariance matrix with all available information from the inde-
pendent variables. This allowed us to use the entire sample with data on the
independent variables (Enders & Bandalos, 2001).

Results

Qualitative Results

On average, teens reported being somewhat likely to attend a 4-year college
(M=3.34,SD=0.89) and to attend a community college (M=2.46, SD=1.09).
Most adolescents registered for college exams (74.6%) and completed them
(57.3%). Less than half of teens (43.9%) made decisions on where to send
college applications, over half of adolescents (52.9%) asked their parents for
help with college applications, more than a quarter of teens (26.2%) com-
pleted the FAFSA form, and over two-fifths (44.6%) decided on a top choice
for which college they would like to attend. In addition, over one-third
(36.9%) of parents took their teens on college visits, almost one-fifth (18.4%)
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of parents used online resources on financial aid or the college application
process, and nearly one-half (47.8%) of parents talked with teachers or coun-
selors or attended seminars on the college application process.

Familial assets. There were three prompts that encompassed positive aspects
of families’ experiences. First, regarding the prompt about parents’ aspira-
tions for their teens’ futures, 289 participants provided data that could be
coded thematically. The remaining 55 parents either did not respond, said
“no,” or replied “undecided.” Table 1 lists descriptions of the five themes that
emerged. For example, one theme was academic success, which referred to
teens staying in school, graduating from high school, attending college, and
obtaining high report card grades. In the second prompt regarding parents
hopes for their teens’ futures in 5years, 320 participants provided valid data
that could be coded thematically. The other 23 parents did not respond. In
Table 2, we provide explanations of the five themes. One example was career
success and SES promotion (i.e., teens make progress, or are successful in a
career of choice (e.g., military, sports), and have higher socioeconomic status
than their parents). In the third prompt, parents were asked about the ways
that they support their teens’ post-high school plans, 251 participants pro-
vided valid responses that could be coded thematically. The rest of the par-
ents (n=93) did not provide answers that could be coded (e.g., no reply, said
“no”). Table 3 displays the four themes that emerged. For instance, college
specific assistance referred to parents helping teens with applications, attend-
ing seminars, talking with school counselors, taking teens on college visits,
and talking to family members who have college experience.

In terms of the data on familial assets, Cohen’s kappa coefficients (i)
ranged from .50 to .79, which is considered fair to substantial agreement
(Fleiss et al., 2003). More specifically, for responses to the prompt regarding
parents’ aspirations for their teens’ futures, the kappa coefficients were .79,
.60, .60, .60, and .56 for academic success, career success and SES promo-
tion, general success, personal growth, and physical and psychological well-
being, respectively. The most common answers to this prompt focused on
personal growth (35%%, 102/289) and general success (57%, 166/289). For
example, one parent’s reply was:

That he continues to reach his goals in education and in life. That he continues
to be inspired by learning and sharing on his journey. To be a well-rounded
young man with purpose, a thirst for knowledge, and a kind heart to share with
others. He is truly a blessing.

Second, answers to the prompt about parents’ hopes for teens’ futures in
the next 5 years resulted in the following kappa coefficients: .75, .72, .54, .52,
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and .50 for academic success, career success and SES promotion, physical
and psychological well-being, personal growth, and success in general,
respectively. The most common responses were academic success (62%,
197/320) and career success and SES promotion (52%, 168/320) when par-
ents were asked about the hopes that they held for teens in the near future. For
example, in response to this prompt, one parent said:

I would love for her to have a Bachelor’s degree and to be working doing what
she is passionate about. For her to be happy with her choices and to find a cause
that she could volunteer and make a difference in her community. If not college
then I would want her to have completed her cosmetology schooling and to be
the best at that career. I hope she is happy, successful, and healthy.

Third, in terms of replies to the question about supports parents provide
for their teens’ post-high school planning, the kappa coefficients were .63,
.60 .59, and .55 for financial support, socio-emotional support, supporting
current schoolwork, and college specific assistance, respectively. Notably,
some parents provided a wide range of support to their adolescents (e.g.,
provide assistance with completion of financial assistance and college appli-
cations, support students’ current needs, help students manage deadlines).
One parent’s response was:

Conversing with her early on about life choices. We visit colleges, her brother
talks to her about her grades and what her GPA should look like to attend
[Central Midwest] University. She is also taking PSAT prep classes at school
and in the summer. She and I will start looking for scholarships that are
available for her and we will meet with the school counselor as well.

Of the four types of support that parents provided, the least common was
financial support (28/251, 11%), and socioemotional support was the most
common (64%, 160/251). For example, one parent told us:

We have showed great support and encouragement so that he can succeed. We
advise him to make the best out of the resources available to him in school or
such as his experienced family members. We have disciplined him into
achieving the best and doing everything with his best effort.

Familial challenges. In contrast, there were three prompts about negative expe-
riences in families’ lives. First, teens were asked about challenges in their
lives, and 34 answered the prompt with responses that could be coded the-
matically. The other 233 adolescents did not provide responses that could be
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coded (e.g., did not respond, said “no”). In Table 4, we explain the five
themes that were identified, one of which was low financial capital (i.e.,
financial concerns about paying for their education or providing for them-
selves after high school). In the second prompt, which inquired about general
challenges faced by parents, 56 caregivers answered in ways that could be
coded thematically. The remaining 288 caregivers either said “no” or did not
respond. We describe the four themes in Table 5. Low social and cultural
capital, for example, referred to challenges such as difficulties with connect-
ing to others due to social status related to race, ethnicity, immigration, and
neighborhood. In the last prompt, regarding challenges that parents faced
while helping their teens with post-high school planning, 194 caregivers gave
valid responses that could be coded thematically. Other parents (n=150) did
not provide responses that could be coded. The five themes that emerged are
explained in Table 6. They included teens’ academic hardship, which spoke
to teens having a learning disability or having difficulty with academic
endeavors.

Across Tables 4 to 6, kappa coefficients ranged from .45 to .83, which is
considered fair to substantial agreement (Fleiss et al., 2003). First, when ask-
ing about challenges from teens’ perspectives, the specific kappa coefficients
were .60, .56, .55, .54, and .45 for socio-emotional difficulty, financial capi-
tal, social and cultural capital, difficulty with post-high school planning, and
academic hardship, respectively. Some teens revealed to us that they faced
more than one type of challenge at a time. The most common challenge was
socioemotional (41%, 14/34). For instance, one teen told us:

I used to struggle with bullying and teasing a lot. This led to mental issues and
a drop in my academic success. However, overtime I brought my grades up and
decided that I shouldn’t focus on people that aren’t worth my time and instead
focus that energy into something valuable that’ll make a good change. Although
sometimes [ still deal with these issues, I’ve grown as a person and from
experience I know to focus on the important things like school, family, and my
personal growth.

Second, responses to the question about general challenges faced by
parents resulted in the following kappa coefficients: .83, .77, .60, and .58
for teens’ academic hardship, families’ financial capital, families’ social
and cultural capital, and teens’ socioemotional challenges, respectively.
Similar to teens’ replies to the previous prompt about challenges, when
parents were asked about challenges in general, the most common answer
spoke to teens’ socioemotional challenges (77%, 43/56). One parent, for
example, said:
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My son has anxiety and OCD. He is a worrier. He is under the care of a therapist
and is getting a psych eval next month. He is introverted and doesn’t enjoy
being around people, particularly those he does not know. However, when he is
around people [he] is very caring and [has a] kind heart.

Lastly, answers to the more specific prompt about challenges that parents
faced when supporting their teens’ post-high school plans, the kappa coeffi-
cients were .77, .67, .64, .64, and .52 for low financial capital, teens’ aca-
demic hardship, teens’ difficulty with goal setting, low social and cultural
capital, and teens’ social and emotional challenges, respectively. The least
common was difficulty with goal setting (29/194, 15%), and the most com-
mon challenge reported by parents regarding post-high school plans was low
financial capital (69/194, 36%). Responses revealed that students planned to
cover their expenses by working and relying on their parents, scholarships,
grants, and loans. One parent told us:

She will be the first in our family to go to college. She was accepted at her #1
school. . .. However even with the federal Pell grant the tuition is so high. She
has been working very hard applying to get scholarships but nothing so far. We
are praying very hard it all works out for her. [ am very proud of her hard work!

In addition, low social and cultural capital was mentioned in 25% of responses
(49/194). For example, one parent said, “The challenges I have faced are
mostly about not knowing what to do. Neither my daughter nor I knew what
we were doing in the beginning process of applying for schools, so we had to
learn together. Finding the time to do this is difficult.” Furthermore, sub-
themes were coded under each theme when possible (see Appendices A, B,
C, D, E, and F, which correspond to Tables 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6, respectively).

Quantitative Results

Across the models estimated, organizational skills emerged as a salient factor
(see Figure 1). Here, we list unstandardized coefficients with standard errors
for paths A and B. In terms of path A predicting self-regulation from risk,
cumulative individual risk was negatively related to cognitive control
(b=-.10, SE=.02, p<<.001) and organizational skills (b=-.08, SE=.02,
p<<.001). However, cumulative individual risk was positively associated
with impulsivity (b=.08, SE=.02, p <.001). Cumulative contextual risk did
not predict self-regulation.

Regarding path B, there were positive links from organizational skills to
teens’ expectation for attending a 4-year college (b=1.84, SE=.70, p<.01).
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Figure |. Linkages among cumulative risk, organizational skills, and college
preparedness.

Note. Indirect effects were significant for the index on action steps taken by parents (b=-.14,
SE=.06, p <.05, 95% CI [-.29, .02]), for attending a 4-year college (b=-.14, SE=.07, p <.05,
95% Cl [-.32, .03]), teens asking parents for help with college applications (b=-.17, SE=.07,
p <.05, 95% CI [-.36, .01]), and parents talking with others about the college application
process (b=-.13, SE=.06, p <.05, 95% CI [-.29, .03]). Findings were significant net of
impulsivity, cognitive control, and background variables.

*p <.05. ¥p <.01. #Fp < .001.

However, there was a negative relation between organizational skills and
teens’ expectations for attending a community college (b=-1.52, SE=.65,
p <.05). Furthermore, there were positive linkages from organizational skills
to the indexes on steps toward college taken by teens (b=1.58, SE=.67,
p<.05) and by parents (b=1.75, SE=.57; p<<.01). Organizational skills
were also related to teens asking parents for help with college applications
(b=2.20, SE=.66, p<.01) and to parents talking with others about the col-
lege application process (b=1.60, SE=.64, p <.05). Impulsivity was nega-
tively linked to teens deciding where to send college applications (h=-2.16,
SE=1.05, p<.05), but impulsivity was positively related to parents taking
teens on college visits (b=.2.02, SE=.97, p <.05).

Third, below are unstandardized coefficients, standard errors, and the
upper and lower confidence limits for indirect effects that were significant at
conventional (p <.05) levels. Organizational skills significantly mediated
linkages from cumulative exposure to individual risks to the index on action
steps taken by parents (b=—.14, SE=.06, p<.05, 95% CI [-.29, .02]).
Furthermore, organizational skills emerged as a significant mediator of the
relation from cumulative individual risks to teens’ expectations to attend at a
4-year college (h=—.14, SE=.07, p<.05, 95% CI [-.32, .03]), to teens
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asking parents for help with college applications (b=—.17, SE=.07, p <.05,
95% CI [-.36, .01]), and to parents talking with others about the college
application process (b=-.13, SE=.06, p<.05, 95% CI [-.29, .03]). Also,
there were several results for path B and several findings for indirect effects
that were marginally significant.

Discussion

The current study deepens understanding of the assets and risks present in the
lives of low-income, minoritized families as teens prepare for college.
Descriptive statistics suggest that adolescents in the present investigation
resemble first generation college students, who tend to live in low-income
households and to represent Black and Latino families (Bui, 2002). We
expand the existing literature in two main ways. First, we detected a wide
range of aspirations and supports for teens in low-income, Black and Latino
families who tended to face a variety of challenges. Second, we identified a
specific dimension of self-regulation—organizational skills—as a protective
factor for teens’ college preparedness and as a mediator of the linkage
between cumulative risk and college preparedness.

Parents’ Aspirations and Support for Teens

Starting with our qualitative analyses, findings suggest that parents’ overall
aspirations for their teens’ futures included personal growth (e.g., showing
responsibility) and general success (e.g., “accomplish all the things she set
out to do”). In contrast, parents’ more specific hopes for their adolescents in
the next 5years centered on academic and career success. This latter finding
is consistent with the existing literature (Cooper, 2011; Gandara et al., 2006).
However, we find that educational aspirations are more specifically held for
teens’ near future.

Our results further extend past research by capturing aspirations that
reflect aspects of adolescent development (e.g., showing responsibility) and
psychological functioning (e.g., life satisfaction) that are not necessarily tied
to schooling (Cooper, 2011). These findings are congruent with developmen-
tal models that take a life course perspective and broadly conceptualize well-
being in ways thatinclude life satisfaction and personal growth (Suarez-Orozco
et al., 2018). To our knowledge, such themes have not been studied exten-
sively in qualitative research on the college preparedness of Black and Latino
adolescents. Still, an exception is that Denner and Guzman (2006) found that
Latina teens set goals for life satisfaction as part of developing the ability to
take initiative.
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Also, our findings on parents providing a wide range of supports (e.g.,
regarding current schoolwork, future education plans, financial matters, socio-
emotional issues) are aligned with existing college readiness programs and
efforts to reduce systemic and institutional inequities in college access. This is
consistent with existing research on ways that minoritized parents support teens’
educational plans (Chlup et al., 2018; Cooper, 2011; Leonard, 2013). For exam-
ple, the availability of emotional support from family and others, such as friends,
mentors, and faculty, has been found to foster college success (Nichols & Islas,
2016), benefit adolescents’ self-regulation (Deutsch et al., 2017), and improve
college students’ mental health (Azmitia et al., 2013). The different forms of
assistance that parents offered to their teens is striking given the multiple chal-
lenges families described. Still, there was heterogeneity, where not all parents in
the present investigation spoke about support. Also, themes regarding adoles-
cents having difficulty with goal setting emerged among parents and teens. They
sometimes disagreed about post-high school plans, which might reflect parents’
support sometimes feeling like “pushing” (Nichols & Islas, 2016).

Notably, socioemotional factors emerged as the most common theme
when asking parents about the supports that they provided to their adoles-
cents while making post-high school plans, and when asking parents and
teens about the challenges that they faced. Our broader set of results also
highlighted the importance of social relationships and sociocultural aware-
ness in the lived realities of minoritized teens. In addition, for some parents,
aspirations for their teens’ personal growth involved making contributions to
society and giving back to the community. Future research on college pre-
paredness might extend college readiness frameworks to include social and
emotional learning (SEL) which recognizes the multi-faceted nature of social
and emotional competence (SECs), where aspects include social awareness,
relationship skills, responsible decision making, self-management, and self-
awareness (Durlak et al., 2015). In particular, new studies on the college pre-
paredness of minoritized adolescents might incorporate the “transformative
SEL” framework which involves a commitment to social change and views
the development of SECs as vital to collaborative action against injustice
(Jagers et al., 2019). Knight and Marciano (2013) have developed culturally
responsive college readiness programming that centers an appreciation for
and understanding of students’ sociocultural backgrounds. Expansion of such
programs might be guided by the “transformative SEL” framework.

The Vulnerability and Protective Nature of Teens’ Self-
Regulation

Having reviewed our qualitative findings, we next shift to our quantitative
analyses, which focused on adolescents’ self-regulation. Our findings on
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cumulative individual risk, organizational skills, and college preparedness
extend past studies on cumulative risk and children’s executive function to
adolescence and specifically to cognitive control, organizational skills, and
impulsive behavior (Wade et al., 2018). Furthermore, guided by the qualita-
tive component of our study, our quantitative models included both contex-
tual and individual risk because parents focused on both types of factors.
Notably, we found that teens’ cumulative experience with academic hardship,
socioemotional challenges, and difficulty with goal-setting particularly jeop-
ardized self-regulation, which in turn predicted college preparedness.

Also, our results are congruent with past studies on academic performance
(Barriga et al., 2002), where executive function has been a stronger predictor of
college readiness than impulsivity. By pinpointing the contribution of organiza-
tional skills, the findings noted here add to prior research on the protective roles
of overall self-regulation in educational attainment (McClelland et al., 2013)
and of broader social and emotional skills in college students’ academic achieve-
ment and retention (Komarraju et al., 2013; Robbins et al., 2004). Our mediation
findings extend Kliewer et al.’s (2017) study on emotion dysregulation and
behavior problems to executive function and college preparedness.

Interestingly, adolescents with greater organizational skills were /less
likely to expect to attend community college. Although college students at
2- versus 4-year institutions are similar in terms of GPA and ACT scores
(Coca et al., 2017), students at community colleges tend to reflect racial and
ethnic minoritized backgrounds, have lower college debt, and are more likely
to graduate, compared to four-year university students (Ma & Baum, 2016).
Students who transfer from 2- to 4-year colleges tend to acquire “transfer
student capital” from family, peers, high school counselors, and community
college advisors, who help students foster self-efficacy (Maliszewski Lukszo
& Hayes, 2020). Notably, in that past study, students were asked “. . .what
resources did you use to plan your transfer process,” and the authors found
that high school counselors and community college advisors played key roles
in helping students plan and organize transfer information. Next steps in
research should include examining how assistance with planning and organi-
zation may help foster students’ self-efficacy.

An exception to the overall pattern of findings above is that teens who
displayed more impulsive behavior were more likely to attend college visits
with their parents. Interestingly, positive risks have been conceptualized as
benefiting adolescents’ well-being, rather than threatening teens’ lives
(Ravert & Gomez-Scott, 2015). In the context of living in an under-resourced
community, visiting a college campus may be considered as taking a positive
risk (DeLuca et al., 2016). Future research on positive risk taking should
consider how the meaning of risk may differ across socioeconomic and
sociocultural contexts.
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The implications of our findings for programs and research should be con-
sidered within the context of the limitations of the present investigation. A
wide variety of mediators that include social processes, such as interactions
with mentors and within networks, should be tested in the future. New
research on teens’ steps toward college and decision-making regarding col-
lege should also draw more data from teens themselves, high school counsel-
ors, and other family members. Additionally, upcoming investigations should
examine whether our findings hold in larger samples with students from
across the income spectrum and from other racial and ethnic groups. Lastly,
future studies should include multiple waves and conduct in-depth inter-
views, which could shed light on cultural differences across racial and ethnic
groups.

Regardless, our results contribute to the past literature on self-regulation
and college preparedness among Black and Latino adolescents in novel ways.
We found that teens’ organizational skills predicted their college prepared-
ness, net of impulsive behavior, cognitive control, and background character-
istics. Furthermore, adolescents’ organizational skills were compromised by
the accumulation of academic hardship, social and emotional issues, and dif-
ficulties with goal setting. Notably, these individual risk factors were based
on voices captured using qualitative methods, which also highlighted a vari-
ety of ways that social and emotional matters played roles in minoritized
adolescents’ college preparedness. Future research on college preparedness
among Black and Latino teens might focus on various types of both self-
regulation and social emotional competence. Taking a mixed methods
approach in such endeavors may be especially informative for college readi-
ness initiatives aimed at further reducing racial and ethnic gaps in higher
education.
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