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Getting from here to there: 
The role of geography in community college students’ transfer decisions 

 
Abstract 

Community colleges have received renewed attention from policymakers seeking to increase 

college attendance and completion rates because they provide open access to postsecondary 

education for historically marginalized students. Yet, transfer rates from community colleges to 

four-year institutions are low. Inequities in opportunity that are shaped by geography and 

compounded throughout childhood may restrict higher education opportunities for low-income, 

first-generation college students. Most studies examining how geography constrains college 

choice focus on high school students' initial decisions about higher education, not community 

college students. We analyze the spatial distribution of community college students' "choice 

sets," the 4-year institutions that they are considering transferring to. Using qualitative interviews 

and geospatial analysis, we examine how these spatial patterns compare between two 

community-college systems in Central Texas. We find that students' choice sets are 

geographically constrained, but that for many students, these zones are geographically large, 

suggesting that interventions and targeted outreach from universities could help students identify 

and select from greater range of options. Our findings have important implications for college 

access and completion among first-generation college students, and for policies that seek to 

interrupt patterns of inequity tied to location. 
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Students of color and those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds have 

traditionally experienced barriers to higher education (Núñez & Oliva, 2009) due to a variety of 

structural inequities, including the compounding of inequities in educational opportunity 

throughout early childhood and K–12. Many policies to expand college access have been proposed, 

including affirmative action (Yosso, Parker, Solorzano, & Lynn, 2004), increased access to and 

simplification of financial aid (Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2009; Dynarski & 

Scott-Clayton, 2006), provision of better and more targeted information about higher education 

options (Castleman, Schwartz, & Baum, 2015), and greater advising and mentoring supports 

(Gándara & Moreno, 2002; Grubb, Lara, & Valdez, 2002), among others. One key factor in 

expanding college enrollment is the set of schools to which students apply, with research finding 

that low-income students and students of color submit fewer applications (Black, Cortes, & 

Lincove, 2015; Hurtado et al., 1997; Russick & Olson, 1976), and are more likely to “under-

match,” or choose universities that are less selective than ones they could have been admitted to 

given their academic records (Bastedo & Jaquette, 2011; Hoxby & Avery, 2012; Page & Scott-

Clayton, 2016; Smith, Pender, & Howell, 2013). This research suggests that while there are many 

environmental and institutional factors influencing students’ success in higher education, one key 

lever may be to impact their decisions about where to apply.  

Existing research exploring college choice sets and under-matching has focused primarily 

on the traditional path from high school to college. Yet, community colleges are increasingly 

common destinations, particularly for students of color. Community colleges have received 

renewed attention from policymakers seeking to increase college attendance and completion rates 

at four-year institutions (Atkinson & Geiser, 2009), given their important “democratizing” role 

(Gonzalez & Hilmer, 2006; Leigh & Gill, 2003) in providing open access to postsecondary 
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education for historically marginalized students (e.g., Sáenz, 2004; Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 

2014). For example, in 2014, 44% percent of all African-American undergraduates, and 56% of 

Latino/a undergraduates, attended community colleges (Ma & Baum, 2016). While students of 

color and low-income students are over-represented in community colleges, as compared to four-

year institutions, community colleges often have low transfer rates, even for those students who 

seek to obtain a Bachelor’s degree. While 81% of students intend to transfer, only 33% do within 

six years (Horn & Skomsvold, 2011; Jenkins & Fink, 2016). These low transfer rates raise concerns 

about the potential for these schools to increase equity in higher education outcomes. Low 

community college transfer rates are due to a host of complicated institutional, policy, and 

decision-making factors, as previous researchers exploring the transfer experience have 

documented, including the institutional supports and climate at the sending institution—such as 

developmental education (Crisp & Delgado, 2014), campus demographics (Hagedorn, Chi, 

Cepeda, & McLain, 2007)—and the receiving institution, such as the existence of a transfer-

receptive culture (Castro & Cortez, 2017). Research has also begun to unpack the ways in which 

community college students make decisions about transfer institutions (Backez & Velez, 2015; 

Crisp & Nuñez, 2014), including the “under-matching” of students of color to elite transfer 

destinations (Bensimon & Dowd, 2009).  

Our study builds on this research by examining one key, but relatively underexplored, 

driver for transfer students’ under-matching: the role of geography in their decision-making 

process. We frame our study by drawing on research exploring the geography of opportunity, 

including the unequal geographic distribution of selective and accessible universities, and the 

college choice literature, particularly the ways in which students of color and first-generation 

students may be particularly sensitive to the distance from their homes to an institution of higher 
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education (Black et al., 2015; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Turley, 2009). While the college choice 

literature has brought attention to the important role of student decision-making, other researchers 

have argued that, for some students, their decisions about college may be shaped less by 

information about options, and more by proximity and place (Hillman & Weichman, 2016). Rather 

than selecting from a full set of possible transfer destinations, when students decide where to go 

to college, geography may shape the first level of the decision-making process (Kohn et al., 1974), 

and is thus an important factor influencing students’ ultimate transfer destination. 

Most existing studies of choice and geography focus on high school students’ initial 

decisions about higher education, not the decisions of community college students (Cooke & 

Boyle, 2011; Hillman & Weichman, 2016). Yet, community college students represent a different 

population than average high school students—more likely to come from historically marginalized 

groups, and potentially more financially and geographically constrained (Author, 2017; Backes & 

Velez, 2015). We examine the role of geography in transfer students’ decisions. In particular, using 

geospatial analysis and qualitative methods, we shed light on why and the extent to which 

community college students, and first-generation students in particular, are more constrained 

geographically, as quantitative studies have found (Black et al., 2015; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; 

Turley, 2009). Furthermore, while other studies have focused on how institutions of higher 

education influence transfer student outcomes (Castro & Cortez, 2017; Crisp & Delgado, 2014; 

Hagedorn et al., 2007), we illuminate students’ perspectives on the decision-making process, 

attending to the important role that geography plays in the choice of transfer destination. 

In this study, we analyze the spatial distribution of community college students’ “choice 

sets,” the list of 4-year institutions to which they are considering transferring, the relationship 

between the institution’s geographic location and the student’s residence, and the role that 
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geography plays in the student’s decision-making process. We also investigate how, if at all, these 

patterns differ for first-generation students and African American or Latino/a students in order to 

identify points of intervention to mitigate inequities in access to higher education.  

Using mixed methods, we examined how these spatial patterns compared between two 

community-college systems in Central Texas. We used the geographic software program ArcGIS 

to examine distances between students’ homes and the universities they were considering, and we 

drew on 100 in-depth qualitative interviews to unpack the ways geography plays a role in their 

decisions. Additionally, we collected demographic information from participants. 

We find that students’ choice sets are geographically constrained, but that for many 

students, these zones are geographically large, suggesting that interventions and targeted outreach 

from universities could help students identify and select from greater range of options to enhance 

higher educational opportunity. Our findings have important implications for college access and 

Bachelor’s degree completion among undergraduates, including first-generation college students, 

and for policies that seek to interrupt patterns of inequity tied to location. Understanding the role 

that geography plays in students’ complex decisions may help identify institutional and policy 

interventions to improve educational access and success in higher education, particularly for low-

income, first generation students. 

Background and Literature 

To understand the role that geography plays in students’ decisions about transfer 

institutions, we bring together literature from college choice (Beattie, 2002; Grodsky & Jones, 

2007; Long, 2007; Manski, 1993; Tierney, 1983; Turley, 2009), and the geography of opportunity 

(Green, 2015; Jocson & Thorne-Wallington, 2013; Tate, 2008). A number of studies over the past 

two decades have examined transfers from two- to four- year institutions, focusing on either the 
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factors that predict student transfer to a four-year college (Castro & Cortez, 2017; Crisp & Nuñez, 

2014; Cuseo, 1998; Doyle, 2009; Shaw & London, 2001; Wassmer, Moore, & Shulock, 2004), or 

the effects of attending community college on four-year college completion rates and outcomes 

(Gonzalez & Hilmer, 2006; Grubb, 1991; Hilmer, 1997; Leigh & Gill, 2003; Lockwood Reynolds, 

2012; Long & Kurlaender, 2009; Surette, 2001). Economists have typically relied on theories of 

rational choice, human capital, and expected value to explain the decisions of these “adolescent 

econometricians,” who evaluate the complex probabilities, costs, and benefits of college 

attendance (Manski, 1993). Yet, sociological critiques of this decision-making model have shown 

how choice is non-rational. Race and class influence student decision-making and group dynamics 

account for differences in predictions of college costs and labor-market benefits (Beattie, 2002; 

Grodsky & Jones, 2006). More recently, scholars have begun to explore how interdisciplinary 

approaches to decision-making, drawing on a combination of social, psychological, and economic 

theories, can help to explain students’ decision making about higher education (Ball, Davies, 

David, & Reay, 2002; DesJardins & Toutkoushian, 2005; Jabbar, 2011). We extend this work by 

exploring the intersections between geography and choice. 

Despite the large number of studies examining high school students’ initial choices of 

postsecondary institutions (Beattie, 2002; Bers & Galowich, 2002; Grodsky & Jones, 2007; Long, 

2007; Manski, 1993; Somers et al., 2006; Tierney, 1983; Turley, 2009), there has been almost no 

research examining how community college students choose among four-year institutions (for a 

recent exception, see Backes & Velez, 2015), despite the growing emphasis in the college choice 

literature more generally on how differential decision-making and informational resources might 

result in “under-matching” or under-applying, particularly for historically marginalized groups. 

Instead of inferring students’ choice sets, as existing studies have done, it is necessary to explore 
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the actual sets of institutions from which transfer students select, why geography is important to 

students (i.e., proximity to family supports), and the particular ways in which they are 

geographically constrained to identify intervention opportunities and increase access to four-year 

institutions for low-income students.  

The Geography of Higher Educational Opportunity 

The college choice literature has highlighted the important role of student decision-making, 

but other researchers have argued that students’ decisions about college may be shaped less by 

information about options, and more by geography, or proximity and place (Hillman & Weichman, 

2016). “Education deserts,” where there are zero colleges or universities nearby, or where one 

community college is the only public broad-access institution nearby, may restrict choices of 

students purely due to geography. Rather than selecting from all possible transfer destinations, 

students’ decisions and access to universities are bounded by geography (Kohn et al., 1974), and 

it is thus an important factor influencing students’ ultimate transfer destination. Even within a city, 

the particular spatial location of a university can exacerbate inequities in terms of race and class 

(De Oliver, 1998). Educational institutions are situated within “socially constructed boundaries 

that divide areas geographically along racial, ethnic, class, and religious lines” (Buendía, Ares, 

Juarez, & Peercy, 2004; p. 833). And depending on where a student falls within those boundaries 

may influence his/her perception of what institutions they have access to at which they are 

welcomed (Buendia & Ares, 2006; Lipman, 2007). Examining the context of San Antonio, De 

Oliver (1998) finds that the spatial location of the University of Texas at San Antonio on the urban 

periphery results in increased educational costs in terms of food, transportation, and supplies for 

students the institution was established to serve. Location thus matters, particularly for students of 
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color and low-income students, and school siting decisions have implications for who is able to 

attend.  

Students’ decisions about transfer destinations are not independent of location in light of 

unequal access to institutions of higher education, as research identifying the presence of 

“educational deserts” and the geography of opportunity has found (Hillman & Weichman, 2016; 

Tate, 2008). Educational opportunity in the U.S. has always been inextricably linked to geography 

(Briggs, 2005; Tate, 2008; Yoon & Lubienski, 2017). Disparities of opportunity across zip codes 

begin at birth via unequal access to high-quality Pre-K and early childhood programs (Buendía & 

Ares, 2006; Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2010; Lipman, 2007). The impact of uneven geography 

of opportunity on communities, when left unaddressed, only grows, and shapes everyday life 

(Rusk, 2003; Soja, 1996). Factors such as race, median household income, and transportation 

routes influence proximity and accessibility to the environments rich with educational opportunity 

(Jocson & Thorne-Wallington, 2013), and families have differential access to “mobility capital,” 

or the ability to move and access schools, both physically and emotionally (Ball et al., 1995; 

Gulson, 2007). Urban communities of color often exist in a “paradoxical space” (Green, 2015; 

Miller, 2012; Sutton & Kemp, 2011), given their high levels of inequality as well as significant 

number of institutional and community assets. These uneven educational opportunities often 

persist and even expand into K–12 schooling and beyond into college and career (Chetty, Hendren, 

Kline, & Saez, 2014; Logan, Minca, & Adar, 2012; Turley, 2009). Although various government 

policies, such as school choice (e.g., Phillippo & Griffen, 2016), or financial support for college, 

aim to disrupt the tight coupling between place and educational opportunity, geography continues 

to shape choices about educational institutions across the P–16 pipeline.   

Geography and College Choice 
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Indeed, geography may be the first in a series of decisions about where to attend college. 

Researchers have noted, for example, that the decision to commute to or live on campus is key, as 

it influences subsequent decisions (Schudde, 2011; Turley, 2006). A strong parental preference for 

students to stay at home is related to students being less likely to apply to college at all (Turley, 

2006). While living at home may provide supports to students from their family or from proximity 

to networks, strong parental preferences for students to stay at home appear not only to constrain 

choice, but also to discourage applying at all in many cases (Turley, 2006). When paired with the 

constraints of educational deserts or places with limited options, these preferences may limit 

college attendance for low-income students and students of color. 

Research has consistently shown the importance of geography in college choice. Clustering 

students into groups based on their choice sets, Tierney (1983) found that the largest cluster, with 

86% of the students, included schools generally no more than 150 miles from home, measured 

using “as the crow flies” distance between the residence and the institutional alternative. Similarly, 

using data from a national sample, Turley (2009) found that having more colleges in proximity to 

students is associated with higher odds of students applying and enrolling in college. High school 

students who are economically disadvantaged or live in economically disadvantaged areas, in 

particular, often weight geography more strongly and enroll in nearby colleges (Flint, 1992). Older 

students (20+), which more closely represents the population of community college students, were 

more likely to consider an institution’s location as important, compared with younger students 

(Fishman, 2015; Jepsen & Montgomery, 2009). These findings suggest that the population of 

students that attends community college may be even more likely to be constrained or influenced 

by geography.  
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Geography also has implications for “under-matching,” when students apply to colleges 

that are less selective than ones to which they could have been admitted, based on their academic 

or other qualifications. In one study, researchers found that schools that were located in areas dense 

with postsecondary institutions, and with more adults with college degrees, had lower under-

matching rates (e.g., Hurwitz, Smith, Howell, & Pender, 2012). 

At the same time, studies have found that factors beyond geography, such as institutional 

quality and financial aid, may be playing a greater role in students’ decisions. Jepsen and 

Montgomery (2009) found that financial aid availability ranked more important than location for 

all but the wealthiest students, a finding which runs in contrast to previous research noting the 

importance of geography. Other research, too, has noted the declining importance of distance. 

Long (2004) examines how college decisions have changed over time, and finds, also contrary to 

some other research, that distance became a less important factor in choosing between colleges 

while college quality became more important during that time span. Others have argued that 

distance may become less important as online education increases (Bowen, 2013). It is unclear 

how these trends play out in the community college context.  

Studies of the community college transfer decision have similarly found that geography 

matters. One study analyzed longitudinal data from Florida to understand 2-year to 4-year transfer 

decisions (Backes & Velez, 2015). They find that community college transfer students are more 

sensitive to distance than recent high school graduates; transfer students are less likely to choose 

a four-year institution located far away. Similarly, students who attended a two-year college that 

was located far away from any four-year institution were less likely to transfer at all. For 

prospective students who live in communities with few educational options, their educational 

destinations are bounded by whatever institution is nearby. Community colleges, in particular, 
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enroll over half of all students who live in education deserts (Hillman & Weichman, 2016). 

Furthermore, there may be deserts even within metropolitan areas due to neighborhood segregation 

or high transportation costs.  

Examining transfer decisions, in light of potentially limited options, is needed to improve 

transfer rates for low-income and first-generation students. Indeed, Backes and Velez (2014) argue 

that more research is needed to understand why students prioritize distance. One reason could be 

to retain family or community support. In one qualitative study, Martinez (2013) found that high 

school students’ postsecondary choices depended on the proximity of the institution from home 

due to their desire to maintain strong familial ties and support while in college. Overall, the 

research has consistently documented that distance and geography are key to students’ decisions, 

but we know little about why this is the case. To develop adequate policy solutions, it is important 

to explore how geography plays a role in students’ decision-making, such as why students decide 

to apply to an institution, or why they decide to rule one out. Our study, using geospatial analysis, 

paired with qualitative interview methods, uncovers the reasons for students’ decisions and the 

ways in which geography shapes their choice sets. We also improve on measures used in previous 

studies by using driving distances, which are more accurate than “as the crow flies” distance 

measures.  

                                             Research Design and Methodology 
  
         This study uses multiple methods to illuminate patterns of inequality in access to higher 

education by examining the role of geography in community college students’ decisions about 

which four-year universities to attend. By using both qualitative and geospatial methods, our work 

builds off of the work of critical geographers who explore narrative and spatial dimensions of 

urban geography (Kwan & Ding, 2008; Yoon & Lubienski, 2017).  
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Site Selection 

         To identify a site for this study, and given our interest in identifying strategies to expand 

higher educational opportunity for low-income students and students of color, we employed 

purposive sampling (Creswell, 2013) to find two metro areas in Texas with community college 

systems serving a diverse group of students, including first-generation Latino/as and African 

Americans. Through this technique, we deliberately and non-randomly selected a case through 

which “the most can be learned” (Merriam, 2009, p. 77). As such, we chose Austin, TX and San 

Antonio, TX, because geographically they are only 80 miles apart and both have an established 

community college system, making for an “information rich” case that can provide a wealth of 

data to answer our research questions (Creswell, 2012). In particular, because the two community 

college systems are in the same general area, Central Texas, we were able to examine how students 

from two different institutions consider the same general set of four-year institutions in the region. 

         In Texas, 55% of postsecondary students are enrolled in community colleges (Alvarado, 

2015). And while 80% of Texas community college students intend to transfer, only 20% actually 

transfer after 6 years (Alvarado, 2015). These transfer rates are similar to those across the U.S. In 

Fall 2015, Community College A served over 43,000 students with a demographic breakdown of: 

45.29% White, 30.36% Latino/a, 7.33% African American/Black, 4.79% Asian, 4.96% 

“unknown,” and 3.40% international. In Fall 2015, we focused on two campuses at Community 

College B: the first served 18,249 students whose demographic makeup was: 60% Latino/a, 26% 

White, 6% African American/Black, 3% Asian, and 5% were identified as “other.” The other 

campus served 10,514 students and was 51% Latino/a, 29% White, 12% African American, 4% 

“Other”, 3% Asian, and 1% international. Both community colleges were Hispanic-Serving 

Institutions, and one campus at Community College B was also a historically Black college. 
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Data Sources 

         We study how community college students in two large urban central cities in Texas 

construct “choice sets” through 100 in-depth, semi-structured interviews (lasting 45 to 60 minutes, 

on average) and short surveys conducted in Fall 2015. We worked with community college staff 

to identify lists of students who had indicated that they were “intending to transfer,” and sent email 

recruitment message to them for the interview. We also tabled at transfer-related events and passed 

out flyers for the study. Students received a $10 gift card as a small incentive for participation in 

the hour-long interview (which included a short questionnaire).   

 During the interview, students completed a short, 10-15 minute electronic survey in which 

they were asked to rank the schools they were considering in order of preference. Students were 

given a list of 30 universities, constructed using data on where students from their campus 

transferred most frequently, and including nearby institutions. Using this list, they were asked to 

note whether they had heard of, were considering applying to, or had already applied to each of 

these. Those that they were considering or had already applied to were then presented again for 

them to rank.  

Analysis 

 Following the method of “choice-set analysis” (Bell, 2009; 1992; Tierney, 1983), we use 

these “sets” to understand how student agency interacts with geography in the decision-making 

process. To examine the spatial distribution of a community college students’ “choice sets” of 4-

year institutions, we used their responses to questions in the survey and during the interview 

regarding the transfer institutions they were considering and the importance of geography in their 

decision-making process. 
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         Geographic Information Systems. In this study, we first used Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS) to map the student’s home addresses. Next, we mapped the spatial distribution of 

students’ choice sets for transfer institutions—the 4-year institutions the community college 

students indicated they were considering transferring to within Texas. GIS provides a way to 

“examine questions of physical space—the geography of schools, homes, neighborhoods, and 

districts—as primary consideration” (Lubienski et al., 2009, p. 612). We calculated the distance 

between the student’s home address and the 4-year institution’s geographic location. We use 

driving distances, which improve on previous measures that use crow-flies distances or other 

measures that may result in less accurate estimates (e.g., Cooke & Boyle, 2011; Tierney, 1983). 

We determined whether the institution was within a student’s metro area, within the state of Texas, 

or out of state. We examine the geographic patterns of students’ choices by subgroup, re-running 

analyses for first-generation Latino/a and African American students in particular.  

 Specifically, we examined the distance to the universities students ranked on the survey by 

community college. Thirty-four of the 100 students did not rank any universities. They were 

excluded from this part of the analysis. The number of universities ranked by a student went from 

as little as 1 to as many as 22. Students’ rankings were imported into the ArcGIS model to be used 

with the Streetmap Premium service, a robust national street network dataset maintained by ESRI, 

and we calculated the driving distance between each student’s home address and the university 

they ranked. We produced a polyline shapefile that contained one route for each of the students’ 

rankings.  

Qualitative Analysis. Next, we used the qualitative interviews to unpack this spatial 

information. We transcribed all interviews and coded them in Dedoose for broad categories, 

including “geography,” which included any mention of a spatial preference or requirement. We 
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then inductively generated sub-codes (e.g., “geography-family,” “geography-personal 

preference,” “geography-safety/climate,” etc.). We then recoded the data using the inductive sub-

codes, and looked for themes that emerged. In particular, we identified two broader themes related 

to students’ preferences and constraints in the decision-making process. We used the qualitative 

data to help unpack why we see a particular spatial distribution of schools. We also drew on three 

questions in the survey that asked about the importance of geography to the student (e.g., how 

important is living close to family?) to provide general descriptive information about their 

preferences.  

Limitations. While this study examines only a small sample of community college students 

in Texas, the in-depth interviews and surveys allowed us to capture the nature of students’ choices 

in greater detail than in prior studies. In particular, this allows us to unpack the various reasons for 

students’ choices and the role of geographic distance. However, there are several limitations. First, 

our survey provided a start list of up to 30 institutions that were common transfer destinations for 

students or were located nearby. While students were, of course, able to add choices to this list, 

we believe the start list likely influenced their choice sets. Second, because the survey was 

administered during the interview, which ensured a higher response rate among our participants, 

we were unable to ask specific follow-up questions about the contents of the survey, although we 

did ask general questions that asked students to reflect upon their responses.  

The Geography of Transfer Students’ Choice Sets 

Spatial Distribution of Colleges in Texas  

In 2016, there were 50 public community college districts (Texas Association of 

Community Colleges [TACC], 2016), 47 four-year public institutions, and 38 private universities 

in the state (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2016). This study looks specifically at 
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two of these 50 public community colleges and the spatial distribution of the choice sets of 50 

students from each community college who were considering transfer to a four-year institution. 

Figure 1 shows a compilation of the driving distances representing the choice sets of the 66 

students who provided rankings in the survey. 

Insert Figure 1 about here 
 

The two sites in this study are located within 80 miles of one another. Community College 

A (CC A) is located in a metro area with two public four-year institutions and four private four-

year institutions (see Figure 2). CC A has 11 campuses spread across the city. Community College 

B (CC B) is located in a metro area with three public four-year institutions and four private four-

year institutions (see Figure 2) and has five campuses across the city. According to the Census’ 

most recent American Community Survey (2014), CC A metro area’s demographic makeup is 

19% White, 55% Hispanic, 7% Black, and 2% Asian. The demographics for CC B’s metro area 

are 47% White, 37% Hispanic, 7% Black, and 7% Asian. Both metros have a high Hispanic 

population, and similar Black populations. Figure 3 shows the distribution of Hispanics at the 

census tract level within CC A and CC B’s respective metro area. 

 
Insert Figures 2 & 3 about here 

 

We examined the distance to ranked schools. There were some universities that were within 

200 miles of the community college and/or common transfer destinations for students from the 

community college that were not ranked by any student. At CC A, these unranked colleges 

included two private universities, and two public universities that were outside the metro area. For 

CC B, there were three universities that were unranked, all private universities, including one 
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historically black college. The number of universities ranked by a student ranged from as little as 

1 to as many as 22.1  

Of the students attending CC A, most students, 24 out of 26 (92%), ranked the University 

of Texas at Austin, and 11 out of 26 students (42%) ranked Texas State University, both large 

public universities that are located within their metro area. In CC B, 24 out of 40 students (60%) 

ranked UTSA and 17 out of 40 students (43%) ranked Texas A&M San Antonio, both of which 

are public universities located within their metro area.  

Insert Table 1 about here 
 

The average distance to the universities ranked by students at CC A was 83.2 miles, yet the average 

decreases to 78.7 miles when we isolate the rankings to only those within one standard deviation. 

In contrast, the average distance to the universities ranked by students at CC B was 72.8 miles 

overall, with the average decreasing to 45.9 miles when we analyzed only the distances within one 

standard deviation (see Table 1). Students in CC A were generally willing to travel further to attend 

schools of their choice. The data were then broken down by six categories: race, gender, age, first-

generation, work hours, and enrollment status for CC A and CC B (see Table 2). 

Insert Table 2 about here 
 

Breaking down the survey data by categories allowed us to examine the choice sets of 

students from different angles. Disaggregating the data for Case Study A by race shows that the 

 
1 If a student ranked an online university (Capella, Midwestern or Western Governors 
University), that rank option could not be mapped. No students in CC A ranked an online 
university. In CC B, four rankings in total were not mapped due to them corresponding to an 
online institution. 
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average distance was greater than 50 miles for each category, the spatial distribution of their choice 

sets show interesting patterns (see Figure 4). White students seem to have more universities in 

their choice set in comparison to Hispanic, Black, or Asian students. In CC B, Hispanic students 

seem to have a wider set of schools in their choice set when compared to White, Black, or Asian 

students (see Figure 5). Similarly, first-generation students in CC A (see Figure 6) had similar 

choice set distributions as non-first-generation students. The opposite is true for first-generation 

students in CC B (see Figure 7), for they display a broader range of institutions in their choice-set 

compared to their non-first-generation counterparts. Overall, students are certainly willing to travel 

beyond their metro areas in all cases, but White students appear to travel both further and to a 

larger number of higher education options.  

 
Insert Figures 4–7 about here 

 

We also examine typical college commuting distance. For example, Turley’s (2009) 

estimate of a typical college commuting distance was based on the median distance (in miles) from 

home to the first-choice college of students who stated that living at home during college was 

important. For urban students in her study, the commutable distance was 12 miles and for rural 

students, that distance increased to 24 miles. We find that the urban commutable distance for CC 

A students, was 9 miles, while the commutable distance for CC B students was 17 miles. The 

central location of the UT-Austin campus, a top choice for CC A students, compared to the more 

decentralized location of universities in San Antonio, may account for the smaller commutable 

distance. 

The Geography of Students’ Choice Sets 
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         Across the sites, 28.57% of students noted that geographical location, in terms of living 

close to parents and relatives was “not important” in their decisions about where to transfer, while 

42.86% said that this was “important” or “very important.” Similarly, 44.90% of students said that 

it was “not important” for them to “get away from this area of the country.” About 28% of students 

said that it was important or very important for them to get away from this area of the country. 

About 77% of students noted that geographical location was important or very important to them 

for other reasons (e.g., big city or job prospects). 

Insert Table 3 about here 
 

Geographic Preferences and Constraints: A Qualitative Perspective 

In this section, we further unpack these preferences by drawing on the qualitative data. 

While the geospatial maps provided an overview of the geographic distribution of students’ choice 

sets, the qualitative findings help us to understand why and how distance matters to students. We 

describe students’ preferences for geography, and then discuss the constraints on those 

preferences.  

Preferences for Geography 

 Preference for current location. Eighteen students reporting preferring their current 

geographic location. They did not view staying in Austin or San Antonio as a constraint, but rather 

liked where they lived and did not want to leave. Of these students, 15 were in their first or second 

year of community college. This desire was more common among students in Austin, TX: 14 of 

the 18 students who preferred to stay local lived in Austin. Students reported enjoying the 

familiarity and opportunities. Many students said they “loved Austin.” One student said, “I would 

love to stay close to Austin, because I love Austin,” and another said “Austin’s been my home; I 
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love Austin.” Others shared that they felt “pretty rooted here” and said “I like where I am” or that 

“Austin is awesome.” One Austin resident said he liked UT “because of where it is located,” 

specifically because there were “so many things going on around that school, just outside of the 

school, even.” A student from San Antonio was not opposed to moving, but liked living there:  

I feel like San Antonio is pretty well equipped. There are a lot of options here in San 

Antonio as well as after school. Of course, I am not opposed to moving because been there, 

done that. It’s not new for me. But I’m comfortable here in this area.  

One student described a sense of familiarity with the local educational options: “Every school I 

picked, I’ve been on their campus. I’ve met their staff. I know what they offer. I know their 

expectations for transfers. I have friends and family that went there. I’m very familiar with them.” 

This familiarity influenced his preference to stay local. All of the students in our sample came 

from large metro areas that offered a broad range of activities, and some students thus viewed these 

cities as desirable places to live or stay.  

Other students preferred to stay local because they had already indicated their geographic 

preference by moving to that city. Two students had already relocated to Austin or San Antonio 

from elsewhere and did not want to move again. For example, one student said: “I'm already 

adapted to the Austin area so probably not going to move again after moving from Houston.” Two 

students were open to moving within Texas, but wanted to stay in state because they viewed it as 

a place of opportunity or felt “very comfortable in Texas.” Another student said that while he was 

open to “going to UCLA,” he would “give a bonus” to schools in Texas.  

Some students explained their preference to attend a university that was physically within 

their metro area because of access to supports. One student said that while she was looking for 

distance learning programs, she wanted to attend a university where, “if you have questions or 
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counseling or advising, [there is] someone that you can reach, or at least weekend hours, so if I do 

need to see someone in person, I can.” Another student noted that while she was considering some 

online programs, particularly because of “work/life balance,” she was “still leaning towards 

something local” so that she would be “able to actually have more interaction or support staff-wise 

or if [she] needed help with something.” Even students considering distance learning or online 

programs, where distance would seem to matter less, preferred universities with a physical building 

that was within their metro area so that they could go in person to speak with someone regarding 

advising or for other assistance.  

For some students, the preference to stay local was because they already happened to be 

living near the state flagship university, UT-Austin. Two students noted this. One said, “Well, I 

either stay in-state or go out-of-state. If I am going to stay in-state, it is going to be in Austin. 

Austin is awesome. UT is a great school.” Another student felt he should take advantage of the 

proximity to UT: “I really want to talk to a dean at the Engineering School. I am so close, I might 

as well take advantage of how close I am. There are other people that are doing community college 

in Dallas, that it is a lot harder for them to get to people around here.” These comments reinforce 

the importance of proximity to selective institutions—the geographic distribution of higher 

educational institutions in a state or region.  

Preference to leave current location. For other students, college represented an 

opportunity to leave where they were from and explore other places. Eleven students described a 

strong desire to leave (push factor) or a strong attraction to another place (pull factor). For some 

students, this meant just moving to the next major city, 80 miles away. According to one student 

in San Antonio, UT was desirable because “it’s different.” The student said: “I want to get out of 

this city.” A second student did not rank any schools in San Antonio. The student said: “I don’t 
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want to be here. I love my family, but I love them a little bit more when I have some time to get 

away from them.” Other students also felt a desire to leave where they were from. One student 

said of San Antonio: 

It’s not the most progressed city. There’s a lot of poverty downtown, and it’s not the safest 

place, especially right here.... I’ve been here 11 years, there was a period of 9 years where 

we didn’t go anywhere…We didn’t take a vacation or anything…It’s like a podunk-ville, 

“I’ve been here all my life, I’m ready to go to the big city.” It's like that, kind of, except 

I'm in a big city and I want to go to another big city. 

These students all describe a strong desire to leave their hometowns or current cities, either to 

escape family or to experience something different.  

Other students desired to go further, even out of state. One student said: “I would like to 

get as far away from home... I feel like I am stuck in Texas...I want to be able to explore something 

else that isn’t Texas.” Some of these students felt constrained by family. According to one student 

who wanted to attend Ohio State: “I actually want to go out of the state, but my parents won’t let 

me. So, I am just going nearby, I guess.” A student who lived in San Antonio wanted to go to 

Texas A&M, in College Station, TX, about 180 miles away, but the student’s parents said: “You’re 

staying here, you’re going to UTSA.” The student responded defiantly: “I was like, ‘No, I’m going 

to A&M.’ Really, you can’t keep me here, so I’ll get a loan if I have to, but I am not staying here.” 

These students preferred to attend college further from home, but were not always able to do so 

due to family constraints.  

 Three students were driven more by a desire to broaden their networks and experiences by 

living elsewhere. One student wanted to attend school “somewhere I haven’t been.” Another 

student felt that said that he “would like the opportunity to get out and go somewhere else. I think 
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that would be cool. Plus networking as well, that gives me a whole new environment.” Another 

student said he would “love to go overseas, that’s really where I would want to go...I feel like 

being able to go abroad and stretch my legs would give me more of a well-rounded foundation.” 

These students wanted to have different experiences, even if they thought they might eventually 

be back in Texas.  

 Location flexibility. Other students were flexible on location: they were happy where they 

were, but were willing to move for the right educational opportunity, either across Texas or across 

the country. Four students expressed this view. One said, “If it is going to involve my education, 

it doesn’t really matter [where the university is],” although the student wanted to stay in Texas. 

Another, when asked whether geography mattered, said: “Not really. Not really at all. Right now 

I am pretty close to home. San Antonio is only an hour and a half away, but I am more than willing 

to move across the country.” One student noted this relationship between institutional quality and 

distance or geographic preference. She was considering a range of prestigious universities across 

the country: “If someone gets accepted to schools like that I’m sure they won’t even consider 

where they are … for that opportunity.” She noted she would be willing to move for those schools. 

Another student said he was applying to a school that was very close to him (UT), but said that he 

would probably still apply if it had been further away:  

I guess if it was 30 miles away or 30 minutes away and Texas [State] University at San 

Marcos was here, I would still consider UT, because to me, from everything I have heard, 

it is the most reputable around. So, I would still consider going a little bit of a further 

distance if I needed to go to the most reputable school. I guess I say geography, but it just 

happens to be next door. 
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This student again highlights the relationship between the geography of higher education 

institutions. Although this student was willing to travel further for a more selective university, he 

did not need to because of his close proximity to a selective university.  

 Ruling out institutions based on safety, location, and climate. Participants gave myriad 

reasons for choosing a transfer institution based on their perceptions of the city or town where 

schools were located. In two cases, students did not want to look at schools in two geographic 

areas because they perceived them as crime-ridden. These two students had some, perhaps limited, 

experiences with these two cities and decided not to attend due to concerns about crime. All 

students in our study were attending institutions in two large metro areas, and three of them 

described not choosing particular schools because of their rural location, describing them as being 

in the “middle of nowhere.” One student ruled out Texas A&M, a flagship university, because, as 

the student said, “I don’t like being in the middle of nowhere.” Similarly, another student said of 

Texas Tech: “It’s in the middle of nowhere.” A third student did not consider Angelo State 

University in Texas because “Angelo State is kind of country. I wasn’t really raised in a country 

atmosphere, I am from the city.” These students thus ruled out options because they were rural.  

Three students were drawn to, or ruled out, institutions because of weather or geographical 

settings. One student mentioned an out-of-state institution, but commented that the cold and snowy 

weather caused her to exclude it from consideration. As she said: “It snows there, so no.” Two 

others cited outdoor living and the beach respectively as reasons to attend transfer schools in 

specific areas away from central Texas. One student said: “At the transfer fair there was a booth 

there for A&M Corpus [Texas A&M Corpus Christi], and the lady there was really sweet and 

really informative. I can’t remember what she talked about, but just the idea of living near the 

beach is pretty cool.” Another student considering the University of Colorado, Boulder said, “I 
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love the outdoors, I love the program, I love everything about it.” These students were drawn to 

particular geographic features of the cities where institutions were located.  

Constraints on Geography: Family Finances, and Inertia 

Geographic constraints and family. One-third of all participants in the sample (36 out of 

100) mentioned family when talking about institutional location, making this the most frequently 

cited geographic determinant. This group was evenly split in terms of current community college, 

age, and gender, but had far more females (26 out of 36). For most of these students, families were 

anchors keeping students close and thus narrowing the list of potential four-year schools. One 

student, whose thoughts were reflected by others, stated: 

I try to keep it local. I did look at John Paul II University in San Diego. And I looked there 

because my grandmother lives in San Diego, my dad’s family lives there. So, I thought of 

going there, but I really don’t want to leave home because I kind of want to see my two 

sisters grow up and I feel like if I leave the house, that bond that I have with them will kind 

of go away. So, that’s my greatest fear in leaving home. I’m also a great help to my 

parents…So, yeah, I have looked at universities but pretty close. 

 Students like this one defaulted to staying close because of strong relationships with their families.  

         Feelings about parental support were especially interesting as a geographic constraint in a 

few cases where students’ spoke of negotiating this relationship. For example, one young Latina 

said: 

I talked to my mom because we are pretty close. She encouraged me to go. Her and my 

uncle really wanted me to get away and learn to be on my own. But I just felt that I wasn’t 

ready. I couldn’t leave. I didn’t feel comfortable leaving them behind yet. 
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On the far end of this spectrum, two students who were seeking freedom and independence stated 

that the further they could get away from their families the better; this was influencing them to 

look for four-year schools in other geographic areas.   

         About one-half of the students in this group spoke not of parents but of other family 

members.  For example, 11 students cited the needs of their dependents as reasons to stay close to 

where they were currently living. For example, one noted: 

 I have a different mindset of other people my age, because they don’t have children. All 

that I really think about is just finding a college that I could get to closest. That is pretty 

much it. I don’t know. I don’t really think about social-wise or any of that. 

Two students were caretakers to their own parents and three mentioned spousal preference as their 

reason to remain in the current location. Extended family (or in one case a sister living out-of-

state) were mentioned by seven participants as potential reasons to leave the immediate geographic 

area but to move into areas with built-in, family-based support systems. Having family in a strange 

place made the exploration of a new area less intimidating.  

Geographic constraints tied to institutional cost. One key reason for students’ 

geographic constraints related to the institutional and other costs of attending a particular college. 

Twenty-four of the 100 participants named financial considerations as impacting their geographic 

preference. This group was fairly evenly split between CC A and CC B, and equally split by 

gender, but 20 of the 24 participants were first-generation college students. The relatively low cost 

of in-state tuition was cited as the key motivator to remain in Texas. Two students noted additional 

state incentive programs forced them to choose in-state schools. In particular, one participant who 

identified as deaf explained that she could receive free tuition at any public university or college 

through the College for All Texans program. Another participant mentioned that her parents had 
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taken advantage of a previously available program (the Texas Tomorrow Fund) that would match 

contributions accumulated in an education savings account. The largest number of participants 

named in-state tuition as the most important financial consideration in shaping their transfer 

institution choice.  

         While all of the participants who mentioned financially driven geographical preferences 

were exclusively considering transfer institutions within the state of Texas, more than half (14 out 

of 23) of these participants had further narrowed their options to four-year institutions within their 

local area. Among this group, housing, work obligations, and family ties were entwined with 

financial considerations, though the age of the participant was related to a desire to stay local. 

Younger participants (ages 19-27) wanted to live with or very near their parents to save on room 

and board or to minimize costs incurred to travel to family events. One participant noted that he 

and his parents were very “different,” but that he still planned to move back in with his parents 

and choose a transfer school close to where they lived: “I’m willing to go back for the sake of not 

having to pay so much. My bills would go down by $1200. If I move back home, I’m like, ‘I’ll 

take that.’” Another participant echoed the importance of not paying rent when she commented, 

“UT-Austin is in my backyard, my family has been there, it would save so much money just to go 

here. I know it is expensive to go to any school, but if I don’t have to pay for room and board and 

driving back to see family and all that other stuff, it all adds up.” For these students, their choices 

of schools are narrowed from the larger pool in the state of Texas to just those institutions near 

their families’ homes because of financial constraints. 

         Older participants described needing to remain in their jobs and avoiding moving expenses 

(in one case home ownership) as barriers to choosing a four-year school outside of their current 

residential area. This is captured by one student from CC B who explained: 
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Because I am a resident of Texas and I am not trying to pay out of state tuition... Now that 

I am in San Antonio, as a matter of fact I was talking to my mom, education-wise, I never 

thought in the past, “Hey, I could actually go to UT Austin if I wanted to.” That is a 

prestigious school and it is not very far from me. Being that I have little ones and I am 

already in San Antonio, most likely, I would probably just stay here … I don’t want to 

make a move, a drastic, dramatic move again until I am stable in a job. 

In this way, the proximity to prestigious university reduced the need to seek out high-quality 

institutions further away. The existing geography of higher education institutions is thus a key 

factor in access and successful enrollment in high-quality institutions. A student’s location relative 

to existing higher education institutions factors into their impression regarding their ability to 

access and successfully transfer to a high-quality institution. A participant a few years older who 

also had children made similar and straight-forward remarks about her choices to remain local: 

“For me it’s like very basic. I can either afford to go or not afford to, financially and distance-wise. 

So there are very strong limitations to what I can do or where I can go. I’m not a 20-year-old that 

can just take all these things [social life, program offerings] in consideration.” Other participants 

stated, “I would not. I could not. I could not be able to move because how am I going to pay my 

bills?” and “It has to be something that’s local.” These students have bounded their choice sets 

even narrower than the state of Texas because of geographical considerations tied to financial 

limitations.    

         Geographic constraints and inertia. A small group of participants (14) expressed a desire 

to remain in their current geographic location because they felt settled there; we coded this 

preference as “inertia.” More than three-quarters of these students came from the Austin area. This 

group of students skewed young, with 10 out of 14 under the age of 21, and all were in their first 
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or second year of community college. The overwhelming sentiment of this group of participants 

was that they felt settled in their current location. One commented: 

Why did I like those schools? I guess the biggest reason would be proximity. I’m familiar 

with them. Every school I picked I’ve been on their campus. I’ve met their staff. I know 

what they offer. I know their expectations for transfers. I have friends and family that went 

there. I’m very familiar with them. 

Others said they felt “rooted here” or commented that they “don’t want to start a new program, a 

new system.” While universities cannot move themselves to places where participants feel 

comfortable, the feelings of the students in this group demonstrate how difficult and intimidating 

it can be to approach the transfer process, which can become doubly intimidating when students 

must also adjust to a new metro area.  

Geographic constraints and career concerns. A small (9 students) and heterogeneous 

group of participants framed their decision making about transfer institutions as a combination of 

geographical and career considerations. For four students, current jobs rooted them to their current 

geographic area. Three students noted that staying in Texas for school would lead to a job in Texas 

down the line. One put it succinctly, “Most Texas companies, they want to hire Texas people.” 

The remaining two students commented that they would be willing to leave the area or the state 

for an opportunity that would increase their network or help them achieve their career goals. One 

said: “[Geography] plays a small role because I would like to be closer to my family, but also 

…with my goals, I plan to make family by myself, so I’m going to have to move where I see fit 

for me as a researcher and the mother.” This group was very diverse in terms of gender, 

race/ethnicity, age, and current geographic location, but was nearly 80% first-generation. 
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Geographic constraints and transportation. The participants who included 

transportation concerns in their consideration of four-year institutions highlight a distinction 

between themselves and the traditional campus-dwelling student who has just completed high 

school. Participants spoke of traffic issues, including a desire to move to state school on a suburban 

campus, and challenges of finding public transportation routes to campus locations.  One student 

said, “The less I have to drive, better.” In two cases, students spoke of seeking out schools with 

online courses to avoid these transportation troubles. While transportation was not explicitly 

mentioned by a large number of students, these concerns were often tied up in other geographic 

constraints such as overall city preference, career concerns, and family. It is important to remember 

that many transfer students may not live on campus at a four-year school and therefore 

transportation options are very important. 

Discussion and Conclusion 
 

Researchers have consistently shown that distance to college matters, with significant 

implications for low-income and first-generation college students (e.g., Turley, 2009). However, 

our work extends this research by further unpacking the ways in which distance matters in 

students’ complex decisions, and the geography of college opportunities in two metro areas. We 

also focus on the under-examined subset of students who are in the process of transferring from a 

two-year to a four-year institution because these students may have different geographical 

preferences and constraints. In doing so, we build on the work of scholars who use critical 

geography to understand the physical and spatial aspects of place in relation to the social 

dimensions at play in communities. In particular, our work explores the interactions between 

community college students’ decisions and navigation of higher education opportunities within 

their geographic contexts.  
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Overall, students’ geographical preferences and constraints were complex, and there was a 

broad range of reasons why students chose to stay in their metro areas. We find that the average 

distance to students’ choice institutions keeps them close to or within their metro area, but both 

quality and geography mattered to students. For this reason, many expressed interest in applying 

to UT-Austin, a selective university, but they also had access to other higher education institutions 

nearby. This provided them with options and exposure to institutions within a close geographic 

range. Furthermore, first-generation students shared how their family ties placed geographical 

constraints on their decision-making, but when we analyzed the institutions in their choice sets, 

we saw a more complex distribution of institutions that extended beyond the metro area they called 

home. In some cases, the colleges they aspired to attend were different from what their families 

wanted for them. For others, staying close to home provided essential supports and access to social 

capital (Author, 2017; Martinez, 2013).  

Our work aligns with studies that have examined how distance factors into college 

decisions. The average distance to the universities the students in this study considered was greater 

than found in the literature, perhaps because of our focus on the geographically large state of Texas. 

For Case Study A and B, the average distance to the university was 83.2 and 72.8 miles, 

respectively. Eagan et al. (2014) find that 57.4% of incoming freshmen attending public four-year 

colleges enroll within 50 miles from their permanent home. However, this means that programs 

that provide information to students might consider a broader distance, particularly for Texas. For 

example, Castleman, Schwartz, and Baum (2015) find that the preferred personalization technique 

of state and federal databases delivering information on higher education institutions is to provide 

information on institutions based on students’ zip codes and academic profiles/history, thereby 

sharing information on colleges that are within a “comfortable distance” from their zip code. While 
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our sample is small and particular to Texas, we find that a “comfortable distance” ranged from 45 

and 80 miles for students, which may help counselors and applications designed to provide better 

information to students to determine appropriate distance bands to consider in efforts to expand 

access to higher education for marginalized groups.  

Our work also elaborates the geography of opportunity in higher education. The students 

attending the two community colleges in this study are living in metro areas not considered to be 

“education deserts” (Hillman & Weichman, 2016), since they have colleges or universities located 

nearby, and the community college is not the only public broad-access institution, admitting more 

than 75% of its applicants, in the region (Angrist, Autor, Hudson, and Pallais, 2014; Doyle, 2010; 

Fryar, 2014). However, Hillman and Weichman (2016) also argue that it is possible that a more 

granular assessment would reveal far more deserts than those found at their level of analysis, the 

county level. For example, case studies of local communities revealed the existence of deserts 

within metropolitan areas, where neighborhood segregation and transportation costs are large 

barriers to equal access—even in communities not broadly designated as education deserts (De 

Oliver 1998; Briscoe and De Oliver 2006). Incorporating updated transportation networks into 

future studies could help to identify whether deserts exist within a metro area. By using mixed 

methods, both GIS mapping and qualitative interviews, our work also tries to move beyond the 

use of geography or distance as plain cartography to incorporate students’ narratives and 

interpretations of the ways in which historical, cultural, and social aspects interact with geography 

to reproduce inequalities in access to higher education (Helfenbein & Taylor, 2009; Soja, 1996). 

Similar to the work of scholars studying K–12 contexts, we find that racially marginalized 

community college students often choose schools close to where they live, both due to economic 

constraints, but also because of the resources that are available to them (i.e., family support), and 
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a “comfort zone” around their neighborhoods where they “fit in” within a city (Yoon & Lubienski, 

2017). Within a complex and unequal landscape, marginalized students in our study made difficult 

decisions when navigating the transfer process, often involving tradeoffs between affordability, 

school quality, and geospatial preferences and constraints. 

 While our study begins to unpack students’ preferences and constraints with regard to 

geography, future research could expand this analysis along three strands. First, information based 

interventions, such as those proposed by Castleman et al. (2015), could test the extent to which 

community college students are responsive to receiving information on colleges or universities 

that are further away or out of state, and whether they are more likely to apply or enroll. Also, 

while some students described needing to stay close due to family or preference for their current 

area, others were inhibited by perceived high costs of attending universities out of state or further 

away. Studies could examine the impact of information-based interventions that predict students’ 

out-of-pocket costs for various institutions, both nearby and further away, and whether these 

interventions improve access for first-generation or low-income students. Second, qualitative or 

ethnographic studies could shed light on the experiences of students’ decisions over time, such as 

how geography plays a role in the lives of students with different backgrounds and obligations, as 

well as the potential education deserts within metro areas. Finally, while our work begins to unpack 

the geographic dimensions of choice sets, these patterns could be tested on a larger scale, perhaps 

a representative sample of community college students in Texas, to see whether the differences 

(by race, first-generation status, etc.) that we find on a small scale are indeed systematic.  

 This study has implications for policies that could help community college students transfer 

to the four-year institutions that best suit them. First students may be missing opportunities to 

attend schools that could be a better fit for their aspirations. In a study based in Italy, Vergolini 
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and Zanini (2015) evaluated a merit and needs-based program that targets students already 

planning to matriculate to a four-year school and offers them financial incentive to explore 

universities outside of their province of residence. Similar need-based policies could be considered 

for community college transfer students that would provide funds to support travel home to visit 

family or for families to visit students. In addition, financial aid packages could also include money 

for travel or moving expenses. Grants or aid dollars like these could also address students whose 

choice sets were constrained by feelings of inertia or intimidation about new metropolitan areas or 

school systems. 

 A one-size-fits-all approach to college transfer advising should be reconsidered given that 

decision-making and the creation of choice sets vary by student across different levels (i.e., race, 

gender, first-generation, etc.). If a student needs to stay local, then providing accurate information 

about what a private versus a public university can provide (e.g., financial aid) would help students 

who are considering transferring make better-informed decisions. Similarly, if students are looking 

to move out of their metro, then providing them with opportunities to visit campuses and inquire 

about financial aid packages could help debunk any myths they or their families might have.  

 While 81% of community college students intend to transfer, only 33% do within six years 

(Horn & Skomsvold, 2011; Jenkins & Fink, 2016). In addition, we find that students of color and 

first-generation students are particularly sensitive to the distance from their homes to an institution 

of higher education (Black, Cortes, & Lincove, 2015; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Turley, 2009). 

Therefore, programs between community colleges and neighboring four-year higher education 

institutions should be carefully examined to make sure they are truly addressing the concerns of 

the students they serve.   
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Table 1. Side by side comparison of distance averages for CC A and CC B. 
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Table 2. Side by side comparison of CC A’s and CC B’s distance averages broken down by six 
categories. 
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Table 3: Importance of geographical location for various reasons 
  Living Close to Parents & 

Relatives 
Getting Away From 
This Area 

Other (e.g., Big City, 
Job Prospects) 
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Overall Not Important 28.57% 44.90% 7.14% 
Somewhat Important 28.57% 27.55% 15.31% 
Important 19.39% 12.24% 35.71% 
Very Important 23.47% 15.31% 41.84% 

Community College A Not Important 34.04% 51.06% 10.64% 
Somewhat Important 25.53% 23.40% 17.02% 
Important 21.28% 8.51% 34.04% 
Very Important 19.15% 17.02% 38.30% 

Community College B Not Important 23.53% 39.22% 3.92% 
Somewhat Important 31.37% 31.37% 13.73% 
Important 17.65% 15.69% 37.25% 
Very Important 27.45% 13.73% 45.10% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Distances between a Student’s Home and the Universities They are Considering 
Transferring To 
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Figure 2. Community College A (left) and B’s (right) Metro Areas. 
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Figure 3. Hispanic population in Community College A (left) and B’s (right) metro areas. 
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Figure 4. Community College A - Choice sets broken down by race. The line segments represent 
the driving distances from a student's home to the universities they ranked. 
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Figure 5. Community College B - Choice sets broken down by race. The line segments represent 
the driving distances from a student's home to the universities they ranked. 
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Figure 6. Community College A - Choice sets broken down by non-first and first generation. The 
line segments represent the driving distances from a student's home to the universities they 
ranked. 
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Figure 7. Community College B - Choice sets broken down by non-first and first generation. The 
line segments represent the driving distances from a student's home to the universities they 
ranked. 
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